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1 INTRODUCTION






1.1 INTRODUCTION

Numerous studies have cast light on the role of abstract nouns such as
objective or problem in the rhetorical organisation of certain broad written
genres, namely academic prose and newspaper language. This raises the
question of whether the encapsulating and reifying discourse function of
these nouns, labelled here as ‘shell nouns’ (cf. 1.2), is genre-specific or a
wide-ranging phenomenon of language.

Closely linked to the description of the role of shell nouns are the corpus
employed and the type of analysis adopted, ranging from the fully
automated analysis of a large corpus such as the Bank of English to the
manual analysis of a small corpus. The former relies on a set of predefined
queries modelled on the syntactic patterns assumed to prevail in the
contextual use of these nouns, i.e. noun-clause and noun-be-clause.
Manual analyses are often centred on genre-specific corpora. These
analyses appear to be mainly concerned with the identification of the
rhetorical features of these nouns.

Thus, there seems to be a need for a study that employs a small though
well-balanced general corpus in order to provide an all-encompassing
linguistic perspective on the use of these units. This thesis aims at the
identification of formal, syntactic, semantic and textual features of shell-
noun phrases on the basis of a general corpus and of the data extracted
manually from it. The goal is to provide an account of shell-noun behaviour
based on a manual and contextualised analysis of a representative sample
of the English language at large, i.e. the British National Corpus Sampler.

This chapter is the introduction to that account. It comprises four sections.
Section 1.2 overviews the state of the art of shell nouns. Section 1.3
presents the rationale, method and objectives underpinning this thesis.
Lastly, sections 1.4 and 1.5 look at the structure of the thesis and the
typographical and terminological conventions used.
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1.2 BACKGROUND

Over the past forty years, nouns like fact, idea or warning have received
considerable attention from numerous approaches. This is evident in the
wide range of terms proposed to highlight various aspects of these units:
‘general nouns’ (Halliday & Hasan 1976; Mahlberg 2005), ‘Vocabulary 3
items’ (Winter 1977), ‘lexical signalling’ (Hoey 1979), ‘enumerables’ and
‘advance labelling’ (Tadros 1985; 1994), ‘anaphoric nouns’ (Francis 1986),
‘carrier nouns’ (lvani¢ 1991), ‘advance’ and ‘retrospective labels’ (Francis
1994), ‘shell nouns’ (Hunston & Francis 2000; Schmid 2000) and ‘signalling
nouns’ (Flowerdew 2003a). Despite differences in the analytical scope of
the terms proposed, all of them conceptualise shell-noun behaviour along
similar lines. They are summarised below as five frequent properties:

) Abstraction: Shell-noun description is closely linked to the notion of
abstraction, whose identification hinges on formal and semantic
criteria. Formal criteria lie at the core of Vendler's (1968) approach to
the ontological classification of nominals (Events or Facts), based on
their occurrence in fixed structural patterns known as ‘containers’
(Vendler 1968: 33). One such container is the ‘N is N’ pattern, where
the shell noun occurs as a complement of copulative be, as in
example (1) below.

(1) ‘That he died/His death’ is a fact (Vendler 1968: 73)

Lyons’ (1977, II: 442-7) description of abstraction is more semantic in
nature, as no connection is established between the ontological
status of nominal units and typical sentential patterns. His threefold
semantic classification of nouns comprises ‘first-order entities’
(prototypical concrete nouns; e.g. table, spoon), ‘second-order
entities’ (nominalised processes and events; e.g. activity, destruction)
and ‘third-order entities’ (facts and propositions, e.g. issue, problem).
Schmid (2000: 68) argues that, in a scale of prototypicality, third-
order entities are the [...] core of the class of shell nouns’.

ii) Open-_and closed-class status, dictionary and context-dependent
meaning: Another distinguishing feature of these units concerns the
often observed indeterminacy between open-class and closed-class
items (e.g. Halliday & Hasan 1976: 275; Winter 1977: 2; Francis
1986: 3; Ivani¢ 1991: 103). Their open-class status stems from their
‘dictionary’ meaning, while their closed-class status relates to their
‘specific’ or context-dependent meaning (lvani¢ 1991: 95). Shell
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(2)
(3)

i)

nouns are thus argued to carry an inherent ‘dictionary’ meaning,
remaining constant, and one which, like pronouns, varies depending
on the context where the noun appears. Such a variable meaning
may be explained by reference to Lyons’ (1977, II: 668) concept of
‘impure textual deixis’ and Fraurud's (1992: 4) notion of ‘situation
reference’. Both terms capture the idea that, in some cases of
anaphoric reference, the pronoun is not co-referential with a first-
order entity, but with a longer discourse segment. Example (2)
illustrates the more concrete or ‘object’ (Fraurud 1992: 3) type of
anaphora, whilst (3a) and (3b) illustrate the more impure or situation-
dependent anaphora. Examples (3a) and (3b) contain the same
information, the difference lying in the use of a referential
demonstrative pronoun in (3b) and a referential shell-noun phrase in
(3a). The use of a shell noun in (3a) endows the writer with a means
of evaluating the underlined stretch of discourse. It is this
‘characterisation’ potential of shell nouns (Schmid 2000: 13) that
distinguishes shell nouns from pronouns. Thus, whilst similar to
pronouns in their context-specific meaning, the evaluative potential of
shell-nouns is lexical or open-ended in nature.

‘The boys went home. They were tired’ (Fraurud 1992: 3)

(@)[.-.] foul-smelling algae, the product of exceptionally high temperatures
and high levels of sea pollution, which led to a huge drop in bookings.
Fortunately this problem does not seem to have recurred this summer’
(Schmid 2000: 124)

(b)[...] foul-smelling algae, the product of exceptionally high
temperatures and high levels of sea pollution, which led to a huge drop in
bookings. Fortunately this does not seem to have recurred this summer’

Long antecedent: In the literature, shell-noun behaviour is generally

associated with the encapsulation of clausal, sentential or extended
discourse segments, as in (4) below. Thus, in principle, single-word
encapsulation is no guarantee of [...] shell-nounhood’ (Schmid 2000:
13). Still, some references (Ivani¢ 1991: 109; Flowerdew 2003a: 336;
Gray 2010: 179) contemplate the possibility of noun-phrase
antecedents for shell-noun phrases, as in (5):

‘...] In reply to that question a golfing colleague of mine offered two
reasons. The first was that beginners usually start with_handed-down
clubs, which are usually right-handed. The second was that, for technical
reasons, left-handed individuals make good right-handed golfers.’
(Francis 1994: 84)
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(5) ‘Itis interesting to read about the items electors mentioned as having,
in their view, specially affected the election. [...] rash Labour promises
— cost of new pension scheme — bribery of electorate [..] strikes’ (Ivani¢
1991: 109)

iv) Anaphora and intersentential realisation: Anaphoric uses, as in (3),
occupy a prominent position in the literature (e.g. Halliday & Hasan
1976; Francis 1986; Conte 1996; Charles 2003; Moreno 2004; Gray
2010). This is inspired by the numerous references on (mainly)
pronominal anaphora resolution (e.g. Chomsky 1981; Fox 1987,
Fraurud 1988; Asher 1993). Other types of encapsulation are less
conspicuous in shell-noun research (e.g. Winter 1977, Hunston &
Francis 2000 on cataphoric uses; Francis 1994, Schmid 2000 on
anaphoric and cataphoric uses; Ivani¢ 1991, Flowerdew 2003a on
endophoric and exophoric uses).

Given the emphasis on retrospective uses, it stands to reason that
most research attention is also on the intersentential realisation of
shell-noun instances, as in (3) and (6). Comparatively few studies
mention reference either within the boundaries of the sentence (e.g.
Hunston & Francis 2000; Biber 2006; Charles 2007, as in (7)) or both
within and outside these boundaries (e.g. Ivani¢ 1991; Winter 1992;
Schmid 2000; Flowerdew 2003a; Caldwell 2009).

(6) [...] the Soviet Union has “shot its bolt”, and that only the unreconstructed
Cold Warriors are losing any sleep about the Russian menace. James
Reston has readily and complacently echoed this assessment in his
criticism of the Reagan équipe’ (Francis 1986: 27)

(7) ‘[...] the best the White House has been able to conjure up is the tired
accusation that they are liberals and lackeys of special interest groups.’
(Schmid 2000: 135)

v) Deictically specific shell-noun phrases and the N-cl, N-be-cl patterns:
As regards formal structure, shell-noun behaviour is typically linked to
definite and demonstrative instances, as in (3), (5), (6) and (7). Few
references allow indefinite cases (e.g. Ivani¢ 1991: 111; Partington
1998: 92-3; Aktas & Cortes 2008: 10), as in (8):

(8) ‘Ina move to tighten control of a far-reaching empire and to improve
the group’s own image, Maurice and Charles Saatchi, credited with
building up the company, have stepped down from the day-to-day running
of the group’ (Partington 1998: 94)
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The literature also places considerable emphasis on two post-nuclear
structures, i.e. that and to-infinitive ‘noun complement clauses’ (Biber
et al. 1999: 645), as shown in N-cl and N-be-cl patterns, as in (9) and
(10). Prepositional phrases, as in (11), tend to be disregarded in most
shell-noun descriptions available. Exceptions include Winter (1992:
157), Flowerdew (2003a: 337) and Caldwell (2009: 176).

(9) ‘The Association will give a warning that poll tax bills in _some
Conservative districts will exceed government guidelines [...]
(Schmid 2000: 135)

(10)‘The first action was to place the vessel under cover and remove the
deckhouse’ (Schmid 2000: 263)

(11)‘its function of providing mechanical strength’ (Flowerdew 2003a:
337)

Most generalisations about shell-noun use draw on findings from small and
genre-specific corpora. Academic discourse is paramount there, as most
research is geared to the analysis of academic sub-genres such as
textbooks, research articles or essays (e.g. Tadros 1985; Flowerdew 2003a;
Moreno 2004; Charles 2007). Newspaper discourse is also central to shell-
noun descriptions, especially where data retrieval rests on large general
English corpora such as the Bank of English (henceforth, BoE; e.g. Hunston
& Francis 2000, Schmid 2000). The ever-growing BoE offers size (reaching
225 million words when Schmid 2000 conducted his analysis), but fails to
provide a balanced representation of genres, because 70% of the corpus is
accounted for by journalistic prose. Use of other general English corpora
like the Lancaster-Oslo Bergen Corpus (henceforth, LOB) or the British
National Corpus (henceforth, BNC) offers a better balance. However, when
they are used for this topic, the research focus is limited to qualitative
findings (e.g. Ivani¢ 1991) or to quantitative mode-related data (i.e. spoken
vs. written; e.g. Aijmer 2007, Yamasaki 2008).

Data analysis in the literature is often based on retrieval of predefined
patterns, particularly N-cl and N-be-cl, which, as stated above, are
prototypically associated with shell-noun use (e.g. Francis 1993; Hunston &
Francis 2000; Schmid 2000 and 2007). Manual approaches to the analysis
of corpus data identify patterns other than noun complement clauses (e.g.
N-of, N-which), but in those cases the scope is restricted to particular sub-
genres and nouns (e.g. Francis 1986 on the monthly journal Encounter,
Flowerdew 2003a on biology textbooks and lectures; Hoey 1993 on the
noun reason; Lorés 2006 on thing and idea).
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1.3 THE THESIS
1.3.1 Rationale

The overview in 1.2 presents shell nouns as a widely researched area, but
also as one with certain gaps:

i) Considerable attention is devoted to academic and journalistic
prose, and little to other genres.

ii) Most research presents a partial description of shell-noun use,
failing to offer a systematic and thorough account of formal,
syntactic, semantic and textual features.

i) Data analysis is often limited to specific patterns (e.g. N-cl and N-
be-cl) and encapsulating relations (e.g. anaphoric uses).

Iv) Automated analytical approaches limited to certain patterns prevail
over manual ones.

v) Small-scale manual analyses only use genre-specific corpora.

With this in mind, there arises a need for a study where:

i) Shell-noun use is described on the basis of a small but
representative sample of the English language at large.

ii) Formal, syntactic, semantic and textual levels of linguistic analysis
are investigated.

iif) All patterns and uses are included, thereby foregrounding a manual
corpus-driven approach to data analysis.

1.3.2 Method

This thesis uses a fully manual and corpus-driven method for the analysis of
shell-noun data. Complete automaticity allows quick processing of large
amounts of data from a large corpus. On the downside, the research scope
is limited by the restrictive nature of predefined automated corpus queries,
as this may force the exclusion of certain linguistic features. In line with
Sinclair (2004: 23), this study advocates an open approach to data: one
which does not impose preconceptions (e.g. shell nouns and noun
complement clauses), and one which, in short, ‘trust[s] the text. As in
Mahlberg’s (2005: 31-8) ‘corpus theoretical approach’ to general nouns
(e.g. thing, fact, people, world), only two assumptions about shell-noun use
guide the analysis: one such assumption relates shell nouns to semantically
unspecific second- and third-order entities (e.g. action, event, idea, point),
and the other lays emphasis on the contextualised interpretation of these
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units. The latter implies that, regardless of the form of the noun phrase
(definite or indefinite), the interpretation of a shell noun is always influenced
by the surrounding context. In addition to Sinclair (2004) and Mahlberg
(2005), this thesis is also underpinned by Hoey's (2005) theory of lexical
priming, as shell nouns are not explored from just one linguistic perspective,
but from a range of them: formal/structural, syntactic, semantic and textual.

The thesis uses a small corpus of contemporary written and spoken British
English, the BNC Sampler. Containing around 2 million words, the Sampler,
a 2% sample of the entire BNC, is smaller but considerably better balanced
than the BNC. Unlike the BNC, where written and spoken genres occur in a
90%-10% distribution, written and spoken language in the Sampler are
evenly distributed (50%-50%).

The study sample comprises 1447 concordance lines corresponding to 60
lemmas. The units are extracted from the top, middle and bottom frequency
ranges of a list of 922 shell-like units. The list brings together 15 lists of
shell-like units found in the literature, the most extensive being Schmid's
(2000) with 670 units. A random set of 40 concordances (20 for the singular
and 20 for the plural) is analysed for each of the 60 lemmas.

Each concordance is tagged according to nine variables, reflecting the
multifaceted approach applied here:

i)  Genre of the text (e.g. academic prose, conversation, etc.).

ii) Semantic or experiential structure of the noun phrase (e.g. Deictic,
Epithet, etc.).

iif) Formal structure (e.g. definite article, prepositional phrase, etc.).

Iv) Syntactic function (e.g. direct object, subject).

v) Participant type (e.g. Goal, Attribute).

vi) Theme-Rheme.

vii) Direction of encapsulation (e.g. intersentential anaphora,
intrasentential cataphora, etc.).

viii) Antecedent (e.g. extended discourse, sentence, etc.).

ix) Semantic type of shell noun (e.g. Factual, Mental, etc.).

1.3.3 Objectives

This thesis has three general and four specific objectives. The general
objectives are:

i) To examine the lexico-grammatical, syntactico-semantic and textual
criteria involved in the use of shell nouns from a synchronic
perspective.
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ii) To make progress on the identification of how different criteria
interrelate with each other.

i) To investigate the connection between the criteria and shell-noun
meanings.

The specific objectives are:

i) To retrieve and analyse manually a sample of 1447 concordances
for 60 lemmas extracted from the BNC Sampler.

i) To identify criteria for the distinction between shell and non-shell
uses.

iii) To tag shell-noun instances according to nine lexico-grammatical,
syntactico-semantic and textual variables.

Iv) To assess the extent to which these units contribute to the
organisation of different types of spoken and written discourse.

1.4 CONTENTS

This thesis is divided into seven chapters, including this introduction
(Chapter 1). Chapter 2 elaborates on the theoretical background to shell-
noun description, with special emphasis on definitions, identification criteria
and genre-related uses. Chapter 3 lays the theoretical foundations for the
analytical approach of this thesis. It casts light on the research gaps that
guide the choice of the corpus, the variables and the method used for the
analysis of the study sample. Chapter 4 explains the decisions on the study
corpus and sample, and describes the manual corpus theoretical approach
of this thesis. It also distinguishes between shell and non-shell uses.
Chapter 5 details the principles underlying the nine analytical variables
used. This chapter combines methodological procedures with qualitative
observations on some of the variables. Chapter 6 presents and discusses
quantitative results for the variables both in isolation and in relation to one
another. Chapter 7 summarises the contents of the thesis and proposes
possible research avenues.

1.5 TYPOGRAPHICAL AND TERMINOLOGICAL CONVENTIONS
This thesis uses the following typographical conventions:
) SMALL cAPITALS are used for section headings.

ii) Initial capitals are used with Systemic-Functional terms (e.g.
Deictic, Actor, Theme, as in Halliday & Matthiessen 2004) and with



INTRODUCTION 11

i)

Vi)

vii)

semantic features of shell-noun uses (e.g. Factual, Mental,
Agentive, Dynamic).

Italics are used for examples in the running text, names of corpora,
software packages, dictionaries, projects and their acronyms.
Single quotations marks (‘') are used for the meanings and senses
of words and sentences, quotations and direct speech, as well as
for the metalinguistic use of terms (e.g. the term ‘shell noun’, the
concept of ‘factuality’) or when a term is first presented and defined.
Double quotation marks (“ ") are used for quotations within
quotations.

For the sake of consistency, in all the examples separated from the
running text, the shell noun is indicated in boldface and its lexical
realisation is underlined. Single quotation marks (* *) are used for
examples obtained from the literature. Both literature and study
examples are followed by their source. In the latter case, source
codes include the name of the corpus, the corpus text which the
example is extracted from and its genre category (e.g. BNC
Sampler: CF6, W:newsp:other:report).

Citation of bibliographical references in the main text and in the
section of References is in accordance with the style sheet of the
journal English Language and Linguistics. Following its style sheet,
if more than one article is cited from a single edited volume, a short
reference to the volume appears in the article entries and the full
detals of the volume apear in a separate entry.

This thesis uses the following terminological conventions:

In line with Schmid (2000; see 3.2.5.2), ‘shell noun’, ‘shell-noun
phrase’, ‘shell-noun use’ and ‘shell use’ are used interchangeably.
No distinction is made between ‘co-text’ and ‘context’. Both terms
apply to any discourse segment enabling the interpretation of a
particular shell noun (cf., however, Halliday 1978: 133 and Brown &
Yule 1983: 46-7, where the terms are distinguished).

Following Stirling & Huddleston (2002), ‘antecedent’ is used to refer
to anaphoric and cataphoric encapsulation (see 3.2.2).
‘Encapsulation’ is used instead of ‘reference’ to describe the link
between shell noun and antecedent (Sinclair 1993, 2004; see
3.2.2).






2 LITERATURE REVIEW: SHELL-NOUN
DEFINITIONS AND GENRE VARIATION






2.1 INTRODUCTION

This chapter is intended as a summary of the bibliographical background to
the study of shell nouns. With this goal in mind, it has been structured
around two major sections: definitions and identification criteria (section 2.2),
and shell nouns and genre variation (section 2.3).

The first section is an overview of the characterisation of these units in the
literature. Specifically, it deals with the attention given to shell nouns in
general grammars of English (2.2.1) and with research on the definition of
their formal and semantico-pragmatic boundaries (2.2.2). All in all, section
2.2 is crucial to the study conducted in this thesis, inasmuch as it casts light
on the similarities and differences evident in many of the definitions reported
in the literature, while also emphasising the need for a multifaceted
approach that integrates the issues raised in such definitions.

Section 2.3 reviews references where insights are offered about possible
variations in the use of these items in different contexts. The section
comprises research on written discourse (2.3.1), written and spoken
discourse (2.3.2) and spoken discourse (2.3.3). Written academic discourse
(2.3.1.2) proves to be the genre that has so far received most attention in
the literature. This appears to underline the need for a study where shell
nouns are described on the basis of a wide range of genres of the English
language.

2.2 SHELL NOUNS: DEFINITIONS AND IDENTIFICATION CRITERIA

The class of nouns which, in line with Hunston & Francis (2000) and Schmid
(2000), shall be referred to here as ‘shell nouns’ has been the subject of
considerable academic debate over the past four decades. Numerous terms,
definitions and identification criteria have been suggested to account for
‘[tihe property of shell-nounhood’ (Schmid 2000: 13). Despite the manifold
approaches applied to their description, widespread agreement exists on
the scope of such a property, found primarily among semantically
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incomplete abstract nouns (e.g. fact, assumption, possibility) requiring
information from the surrounding co-text. Example (12) below is a typical
instance of the use of these nouns, with a following that-clause specifying
the meaning of the head noun theory. This section starts by reviewing the
definitions and identification criteria offered by general grammars of English
(2.2.1). The focus will then be directed to research specifically devoted to
shell-like units (2.2.2).

(12) ‘The discovery of twin pandas in Sichuan province has refuted the theory
that only one of any pair of giant panda twins could survive' (Hunston &
Francis 2000: 186)

2.2.1 General grammars
2.2.1.1 Early descriptive grammars

This section examines the treatment of shell nouns in the main grammars of
English dating back to the late 19t and early 20t centuries (Sweet 1891-8,
l; Poutsma 1904-29, [; Jespersen 1909-49, Ill and VII; Kruisinga 1931-2, I
and Ill; Curme 1947). The earliest of these grammars, Sweet (1891-8),
defines a new era in the study of English, where the focus is shifted from
the 18t century prescriptivism to an increasing interest in the systematic
and scientific description of language. This said, prescriptivist attitudes are
still evident in the reliance of these grammars on present and past literary
language, which is considered as the linguistic norm. Diachronic (or
historical) insights, therefore, play a paramount role in these references,
especially in the provision of examples. Kruisinga (1931-2) and Zandvoort
(1972) are the only authors who decide to eschew historical considerations
by focusing only on contemporary language.

Sweet (1891-8) offers only a cursory treatment of shell nouns. His
grammar describes abstract nouns in terms of their relation to attributes (e.g.
redness, tiredness) and phenomena (e.g. action, reading) (Sweet 1891, I
61). Formally, they often appear in the shape of morphological derivations
from verbs and adjectives, as in converse>conversation or strong>strength.
In addition to his definition of abstract nouns, especially relevant to the
unspecific meaning of shell nouns is Sweet's (1891, I: 155) definition of
‘sentence’ as ‘[...] a word or group of words whose form makes us expect it
to express a full meaning’. The use of the verb expect is explained in terms
of the central importance placed on context for the more or less complete
interpretation of the meaning of a sentence. Sweet's contribution to the
structural description of shell nouns lies in his discussion of ‘noun-clause(s)’
(Sweet 1891, I: 171). These are claimed to have the ability to perform
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several functions (subject, predicate, direct object and apposition), only two
of which represent typical shell-noun patterns (predicate noun-clause, as in
(13) and apposition, as in (14)). Poutsma (1905, I: 404), where (as in Sweet
1891, 1) only passing mention is made of shell nouns, also presents these
two patterns. Poutsma (1905, I: 404), however, differs from Sweet (1891, I)
in the use of the term ‘subordinate statement’ instead of ‘noun-clause’ and
‘attributive adnominal adjunct’ instead of ‘apposition’.

(13)[...] this is what | mean — my opinion is that he is mistaken’ (Sweet 1891,
l: 171)
(14)[...] the wish that he may succeed is very general’ (Sweet 1891, I: 171)

Jespersen’s (1909-49) grammar gives a more detailed account of shell
nouns than either of the aforementioned references. These nouns are
discussed in the context of Jespersen’s (1927, ll: 23-36) ‘content-clauses’,
a term he coined to refer to Sweet'’s (1891, 1) ‘noun-clauses’ and Poutsma’s
(1905, 1) ‘subordinate statements’. The choice of the term lies in
Jespersen’s (1927, Ill: 24) reluctance to use either ‘noun-clause’ or ‘that-
clause’, on the grounds of the lack of formal identity between nouns and
clauses and the occurrence of many instances where that is deleted ('l
believe he is ill). Content-clauses perform functions typical of nouns, such
as subject and direct object. There are instances, however, where the
abstract nouns fact or circumstance are added to the that-clause to make it
sound more natural in subject or object position. In Jespersen’s (1927, Il
24, 26) words, these items (as in (15) and (16)) [...] prop up the clause’, a
use which is [...] especially frequent in modern scientific prose’. Although
fact and circumstance are the default options for this prop-up function,
mention is also made of other non-derived and deverbal nouns similarly
followed by a that-clause (e.g. belief, hope, wish, desire, idea, notion,
sentiment, doctrine). As regards the phrasal status of the that-clause,
Jespersen (1927, Ill: 27) states that two analyses might be proposed, one
where the clause is treated as an object and another one where the clause
is treated as an apposition. He ends up adopting the latter analysis, in line
with Sweet (1891, I).

(15)‘But the fact that it was thought necessary to disguise these exactions
under the names of benevolence and loans sufficiently proves that the
authority of the great constitutional rule was recognised’ (Jespersen 1927,
I11: 24)

(16)‘I'm afraid you overlook the circumstance that you've been reguested to
leave my house’ (Jespersen 1927, IIl: 26)
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Interestingly enough, Jespersen’s (1949, VII) last volume of his grammar
contains a passing reference to a use of shell nouns that corpus linguistics
will later on reveal as typical of informal spoken discourse (cf. for example
Schmid 2001 and Aijmer 2007 in 2.3.2.1 and 2.3.3). Under the term
‘prosiopesis’, Jespersen (1949, VII: 415) includes instances where the
definite article is dropped from certain nouns occurring in subject position
(e.g. fact, question, thing, trouble, truth). Example (17) illustrates what
Schmid (2000: 329-37) will later on describe as the focusing function of
shell nouns (see 2.2.2.2):

(17)[...] But look here — question is, are our characters good enough just
now[...]?" (Jespersen 1949, VII: 415)

Kruisinga’s (1931-2) contribution to shell-noun description is apparent in
different sections of two of his three volumes on English syntax. Following
Sweet (1891, I), abstract nouns are described as those expressing
attributes or phenomena (e.g. grandeur, arrival) (Kruisinga 1932, II: 24).
Together with nouns of materials (e.g. iron, gold), abstract items are said to
fall into the category of ‘non-class-nouns’, i.e. nouns which do not accept
the plural inflection. The division between class and non-class nouns is not
clear-cut, as there are many instances where the same word is said to
occur as a countable class noun in some sentences but as an uncountable
abstract item in others (see (18a) and (18Db)).

(18)(a)'Legend [...] has it that her body became so miraculously heavy that
they could not lift her’ [uncountable abstract noun] (Kruisinga 1932, II: 25)
(b)[...] celestial ministrants had wrapped him in_a white robe of
supernatural beauty and had led him into the Divine Presence to receive
the granting of his petition of the indulgence. How far the legend is
fictitious need not be debated’ [class-noun] (Kruisinga 1932, II: 25)

The intersentential reference of a shell noun in (18b) is further illustrated in
the context of Kruisinga's (1932, II: 202-15, 239-41) distinction between
deictic and anaphoric uses of demonstrative pronouns (and determiners)
and the definite article. Deictic uses (as in (19)) are frequently anticipatory
or cataphoric, while anaphoric uses, as in (18b), are retrospective. The
noun thing is so common as part of a deictic expression that Kruisinga
(1932, 1I: 329) argues that it ‘[...] may be looked upon as a pronoun’, its only
function being to allow an adjective to appear in a nominal context (as in
(20)) (cf. Jespersen’s 1927, lIl prop-up function).
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(19)‘We don't understand girls, but we ask this question of those who do: Is
it possible that Miss Sally was impressed by the splendid arm with the
name tattooed on it?’ (Kruisinga 1932, II: 206)

(20)'The most remarkable thing about the Lapp is that he can live in

Lapland [...]' (Kruisinga 1932, II: 329)

Kruisinga’s (1932, Ill: 364-84) third volume on syntax discusses, among
other things, five types of subordinate clauses, i.e. subject clauses, object
clauses, predicate clauses, apposition clauses and attributive clauses. Only
object, predicate and apposition clauses are relevant to shell-noun
description. Unlike the above-mentioned grammarians, Kruisinga (1932, 1I1)
distinguishes between nouns introducing object clauses and those
introducing apposition clauses. The former are nouns derived from verbs
and adjectives followed by that-clauses (e.g. discovery, fear, certainty,
confidence < discover that, fear that, certain that, confident that) (Kruisinga
1932, 1II: 369), while the latter correspond to non-derived nouns (e.g. fact,
news, idea, thing) (Kruisinga 1932, lll: 374). As regards predicate clauses,
Kruisinga (1932, I1I: 372) presents examples like (20) above, where the that-
clause acts as subject complement. Mention is also made of instances like
(21), where the conjunction is deleted and replaced with a comma. This is
another manifestation of Jespersen’s (1949, VII: 415) ‘prosiopesis’ (see (17)
above).

(21)‘The reason was, Shirley's head ran on other things than money and
position’ (Kruisinga 1932, llI: 373)

It is worth noting that Kruisinga’s (1932, Il and Ill) framework is followed
closely by Zandvoort (1972). The only difference with the former lies in the
adoption of Jespersen’s (1927, VII) ‘content-clauses’ to refer to Kruisinga’s
(1932, IlI) ‘object’ and ‘apposition’ clauses (Zandvoort 1972: 222).

This section concludes with Curme (1947), where nothing new is added to
what has been said so far about shell nouns. These units feature in his
discussion of adjective clauses, which fall into attributive substantive
clauses and attributive adjective clauses (i.e. relative clauses) (Curme 1947:
162-3). Shell nouns occur in the former, where the that-clause has ...] the
force of an attributive appositive noun, or substantive’ (Curme 1947: 162).

2.2.1.2 Contemporary descriptive grammars: Focus on form

This section is concerned with the attention given to shell nouns in more
modern grammatical descriptions of English (Chomsky 1970; Quirk et al.
1985; Greenbaum 1996; Huddleston & Pullum 2002). With the exception of
Chomsky (1970), where there is a definite preference for made-up
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examples, the other references rely (to a greater or lesser degree) on
examples drawn from general English corpora. The corpora, however, are
used merely as one of several sources of examples (other sources being
the linguist's or other speakers’ intuitions, for example), and they inform
rather than drive the description. It is also important to mention that the
description in these references is primarily formal in that little or no
emphasis is laid on the connection between form and the contextual use of
language, as is shown in 2.2.1.3.

Chomsky (1970) is not a book but a paper in a monograph on various
aspects of English Transformational Grammar (henceforth, TG). The paper
looks at two types of nominalisations: gerundive nominals and derived
nominals. Chomsky’s (1970: 188) main argument is that the transformations
leading to the former are less restrictive than those leading to the latter. As
such, based on (22a), (22b) (a gerundive nominal) is grammatical, while
(22c) (a derived nominal) is ungrammatical. Example (22c) would only
prove grammatical in a different construction, as in (23).

(22) (a)'John is certain (likely) to win the prize’ (Chomsky 1970: 188)
(b)"John’s being certain (likely) to win the prize’ (Chomsky 1970:
188)

(c)*John’s certainty (likelihood) to win the prize’ (Chomsky 1970:
188)
(23)‘John’s certainty that Bill will win the prize' (Chomsky 1970: 189)

Grammaticality or the lack thereof in these examples is explained on the
basis of the ‘lexicalist hypothesis’ (Chomsky 1970: 191-2). This hypothesis
suggests that the acceptability of noun complement clauses depends on
whether a complement is inherent in the lexical item undergoing
nominalisation. For example, the deep structure for (22a) is an extraposed
construction (i.e. it is certain that John will win the prize) where to win the
prize is not a complement of the adjective certain. As such, a nominalisation
where the to-infinitive clause is a complement of certainty is not acceptable
(as in (22c)). Example (23) is regarded as acceptable on the grounds that
certainty originates from a use of certain where the adjective is followed by
a that-complement clause (i.e. John is certain that Bill will win the prize).

Several other instances of shell-noun patterns in the article lend further
support to the lexicalist hypothesis (Chomsky 1970: 197-8). For example,
the ungrammaticality of (24a) is due to the misinterpretation of the adjoining
that-clause as an optional modifier rather than a complement. Hence, in
(24b) and (24c), the semantic gap in the noun excuse is entirely filled by the
that-complement clause, which implies that, should another that-clause be
added, the example would be semantically and grammatically unacceptable,
as in (24a).
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(24) (a)*The excuse that John had left was that Bill should stay’ (Chomsky
1970: 198)
(b)The excuse that John had left’ (Chomsky 1970: 197)
(c)'The excuse was that John had left’ (Chomsky 1970: 197)

More recently, Aarts (2001: 111, 122, 137) uses Chomskyan theory to offer
a similar explanation for the analysis of intraclausal shell-noun patterns.
Postnominal clauses, as in (23) or (24b), are argued to function as
subcategorised complements. The concept of ‘subcategorisation’ explains
the downgrading that clauses undergo from sentential to phrasal
constituents (Aarts 2001: 122). Overall, the relevance of TG to shell-noun
description lies in the introduction of the term ‘complement’ to describe all
instances of head-clause shell-noun patterns (cf. 2.2.1.1).

In Quirk et al'.s (1985) grammar, shell nouns are accounted for in the
course of their discussion of nominal postmodification (1985: 1260-2,
1272-4). That-clauses are claimed to occur as appositives of general
abstract nouns such as fact, idea or proposition. Their appositional status is
explained in terms of the semantic identity resulting from the possible
introduction of copular be between noun and clause (e.g. the belief is that,
the news was that, etc.). The noun is often a singular deverbal or
deadjectival nominalisation preceded by the definite article (e.g. believe>the
belief that, possible>the possibility that). However, (25) and (26) show two
exceptions to this rule, (25) containing an indefinite article and (26) a plural
head.

(25)‘A message that he would be late arrived by special delivery’ (Quirk et al.
1985: 1261)

(26) ‘The reason probably lies in the facts that the Intelligence Service is
rather despised, that the individual members change rapidly and are
therefore inexperienced [...]' (Quirk et al. 1985:; 1261)

In addition to appositive that-clauses, the description includes apposition
realised by to-infinitive and of V-ing. In this respect, a distinction is made
between nouns followed by the former appositive only (e.g. agreement,
proposal, decision, as in (27)), nouns followed by the latter only (e.g. risk,
prospect, hope, as in (28)) and nouns followed by either (e.g. change,
possibility, intention, as in (29)) (Quirk et al. 1985: 1272-4). The preference
for one pattern over the other is claimed to rest on modality. As such, nouns
implying human control over events (e.g. invitation, willingness, refusal)
prefer to-infinitive, while nouns involving human judgement prefer of V-ing
(Quirk et al. 1985: 1272-3).

(27)'Anna’s willingness to do [...] the job’ (Quirk et al. 1985: 1273)
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(28)‘There is actually no hope of (them/their) winning the war' (Quirk et al.
1985: 1273)
(29) ‘Their chance to go/of going abroad was lost’ (Quirk et al. 1985: 1272)

The only reference made in this grammar to the intersentential use of shell
nouns is a passing comment on ‘general hypernyms’ such as problem,
situation, event, subject and thing (Quirk et al. 1985: 1442). These are
argued to resemble pronouns and other substitutes in their ability to endow
a text with cohesion. An example is given below, with situation referring
anaphorically to the previous sentence:

(30) ‘Thousands were out of work; there was hunger, anger, and unrest. The
situation required careful handling’ (Quirk et al. 1985: 1442)

Greenbaum’s (1996) grammar does not differ much from Quirk et al'.s
(1985) in the attention given to shell nouns (1996: 219, 330-1, 357). A
seeming contradiction, however, is observed in the use of both ‘appositive
postmodifier’ and ‘complement’ to refer to post-nuclear that-clauses. From
Greenbaum’s (1996: 357) explanation, it may be inferred that the
complement analysis applies only to deverbal nouns in reported speech
sentences (as in (31)), while the appositive analysis would apply to any
other instances of the construction (as in (32)).

(31)‘This reinforces the earlier statement, that man is blind to what he
cannot see’ (Greenbaum 1996: 357)

(32)It's really shorthand for the view that well-being depends on more than
the absence of disease’ (Greenbaum 1996: 219)

The last grammar in this section, Huddleston & Pullum (2002), follows the
others in the emphasis laid on the complement clause pattern. Drawing on
Jespersen (1927, VII: 23-36), the term ‘content clause’ is used to refer to
the subordinate clause in this construction (Huddleston 2002: 1016-17). TG
also lies behind the choice of ‘complement’ to label the function of such a
clause.

Payne & Huddleston (2002: 448) and Huddleston (2002: 1017) argue
against the treatment of these clauses as appositives, on the grounds that
in a sentence like (33) the omission of the head noun alters the meaning of
the construction. That they cheated was quite outrageous would imply that
the cheating did take place. This change of meaning would not apply to
typical instances of nominal appositives, as in my friend Mary is sad, where
meaning would remain constant should one of the two elements (i.e. my
friend or Mary) be omitted. Further evidence against the appositive analysis
appears in such sentences as (34), where the introduction of be between
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the noun and the clause would result in an ungrammatical sequence. It is
worth mentioning here that, in a data-driven study, Francis (1993: 151) finds
substantial corpus evidence which similarly questions the appositive
analysis. She observes that for many nouns of feeling (e.g. annoyance,
astonishment, anxiety, concern), the that-clause does not express the
identity expected from appositive noun phrases, but the cause of the feeling
(asin (35)).

(33)'The suggestion that they cheated was quite outrageous’ (Payne &
Huddleston 2002: 448)

(34) Their insistence that the meetings should be held at lunch-time angered
the staff’ (Huddleston 2002: 1017)

(35)[...] He felt a surge of happiness that she could not hurt him any more’
(Francis 1993: 151)

2.2.1.3 Contemporary descriptive grammars: Focus on function

The grammars in this section are inspired by a common goal to describe
language based on the functions to which it is put in different contexts. Lexis
and grammatical structure are no longer treated as separate components,
but as a single system of choices: the lexicogrammar. Such a system is not
immutable; it varies according to the purpose and function for which people
use language. The first half of this section (2.2.1.3.1) looks at the treatment
of shell nouns in Hallidayan Systemic-Functional Grammar (henceforth,
SFG or SF, for Systemic-Functional). The second half (2.2.1.3.2) discusses
corpus-driven grammars of English.

As was the case in 2.2.1.2, in SFG (2.2.1.3.1), computerised corpora (if
used) are only sources of examples, but they do not drive the description.
Corpus-driven grammars (2.2.1.3.2), however, base linguistic description on
[...] the recurrent patterns and the frequency distributions [...]' (Tognini-
Bonelli 2001: 87) emerging from the analysis of computerised corpora.

2.2.1.3.1 Systemic-Functional Grammar

Halliday & Matthiessen (2004: 467-80) explore shell nouns in the context of
embedded clauses. They argue that, just as a verb can project a clause (e.g.
they assert that...), so can a noun be said to be followed by a projected
qualifier (e.g. their assertion that...). Such projecting nouns are essential for
[...] the representation of arguments [...] in newspaper reports and
scientific discourse’ (Halliday & Matthiessen 2004: 468). These nouns fall
into two main groups, those derived from projecting verbal and mental
processes or verbs (e.g. state that>statement that, know that>knowledge
that), and ‘fact nouns’, i.e. those which are either non-derived (e.g. fact,



24 MIGUEL ANGEL BENITEZ CASTRO

case, principle) or derived from words other than verbal and mental
processes (e.g. possible>possibility, likely>likelihood, certain>certainty;
Halliday & Matthiessen 2004: 469). Encompassing this twofold distinction is
a more general one between ‘propositions” and ‘proposals’. Propositions
contain ‘stating nouns’, followed by projected that-clauses or of V-ing (e.g.
claim, argument, proposition, assumption), as well as ‘questioning nouns’,
followed by if-/whether-/wh-clauses (e.g. question, query, doubt). Proposals,
by contrast, include ‘offering nouns’ (e.g. offer, suggestion, proposal) and
‘commanding nouns’ (e.g. order, instruction, demand), both followed mainly
by to-infinitive clauses.

Halliday & Matthiessen (2004: 470-80) devote considerable space to a
discussion of fact nouns and clauses. These are claimed to prevail in
relational (i.e. copulative) environments (Halliday & Matthiessen 2004: 472-
5). In this respect, only nouns with overt evaluative nuances typically occur
as Attributes (e.g. pity, shame, relief, tragedy, nuisance). Neutral fact nouns
such as fact or principle may also appear as Attributes, but they are often
premodified by adjectives (as in (36)). In identifying relational clauses, fact
nouns function as subjects assessing the information in the that-clause.
This assessment is often highlighted through evaluative adjectives, as
shown in (37).

(36) ‘Until 1940 it was an observable fact that there were composers whose
music was highly prized in some countries and entirely neglected by their
neighbours [...]' (Halliday & Matthiessen 2004: 473)

(37)‘The thorniest problem for next week’s conference is to_settle the
relationships between them and the rest of the country’ (Halliday &
Matthiessen 2004: 473)

It should be noted that, whilst their account of shell nouns is restricted to
intrasentential patterns, Halliday & Matthiessen (2004: 468, 471) make a
passing reference to intersentential anaphoric uses, as in (38). These are
claimed to contribute to the cohesion of discourse.

(38)‘The Labour Party opposed Thor missiles, because, he said, they were
out of date and vulnerable and would attract enemy action. That
argument did not apply to the Polaris submarine’ (Halliday & Matthiessen
2004: 468)

Particularly relevant to SFG explorations of shell nouns is also their close
association with ‘grammatical metaphors’ (Halliday & Matthiessen 2004:
586-658), the Hallidayan term used to account for instances of
nominalisation. Martin (1992) offers a classification of grammatical
metaphors that is significantly related to shell nouns. Three types of
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metaphor are included in his description: experiential, logical and textual
metaphors. ‘Experiential metaphors’ (Martin 1992: 409-11) correspond to
nominalisations of actions (e.g. use something>the use of something) and
qualities (e.g. inadequate>inadequacy). ‘Logical metaphors’ (Martin 1992:
408-9) are concerned with the representation of conjunctions (e.g. because)
and conjuncts (e.g. therefore) as prepositions (e.g. due to), verbs (e.g.
cause) or nouns (e.g. reason). Logical metaphors are thus illustrative of
Winter's (1977) Vocabulary 3 items (see 2.2.2.1.2), as they foster T...]
reasoning within rather than between clauses [...]" (Schleppegrell 2004:
177). To provide an example, in (39) below, the logical metaphor cause
conveys the meaning of the complex preposition because of and the
subordinating conjunction because in considerably more transparent
versions. The paraphrase with because is deliberately contrived to show the
interclausal relations established by conjunctions, as opposed to the
intraclausal ones apparent in prepositions (e.g. because of) or nouns (e.g.
cause):

(39) ‘The cause of the restructuring of the Australian economy towards a
manufacturing basis was the Second World War’
<
‘Because of the Second World War the Australian economy was
restructured towards a manufacturing basis’ (Martin 1992: 409)
<
The Australian economy was restructured towards a manufacturing basis,
because the Second World War broke out. (My paraphrase)

The signalling function evident in some logical metaphors leads Martin
(1992: 416-17) to suggest a textual type of grammatical metaphor. The
motivation behind this category lies in the assumption that nouns like
reason, example, point or factor [...] organise text, not field" (Martin 1992:
416). From his explanation, it may be inferred that whilst logical metaphors
contribute to in-clause reasoning, the overlapping category of textual
metaphors is aimed at developing the overall structure of a text. Example
(40) below underlines such a text-organising function, with a number of
reasons anticipating a stretch of discourse, and for example introducing one
of the lexical realisations of the paragraph-initial textual metaphor. Another
difference between both metaphors involves the possibility that textual
metaphors allow for the expression of the speaker's evaluation of the
meanings being made, as in the highly attitudinal and oral-like example
provided in (41).
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(40)‘l think Governments are necessary at different levels for a number of
reasons. For example, they make laws, without which people would be

killing themselves [...] (Martin 1992: 416)
(41) ‘That point is just silly!" (Martin 1992: 417)

The last reference to be presented in this section is Downing & Locke
(2006). In this introductory textbook to English grammar, Hallidayan theory
appears in combination with more structural perspectives (as in 2.2.1.2). As
in Halliday & Matthiessen (2004), the main focus here is on the complement
clause pattern (Downing & Locke 2006: 457-60). In line with some of the
references in 2.2.1.2, ‘content clause’ is substituted for ‘projection’ and
‘noun complement clause’ for ‘projecting nouns’. Drawing on Quirk et al.
(1985), the head noun in this construction is often a definite deverbal or
deadjectival noun (e.g. knowledge, belief, awareness, probability; Downing
& Locke 2006: 457). The use of these nouns may endow the complement
clause with a particular stance (cf. Biber et al. 1999 in 2.2.1.3.2), manifested
in the semantic division of these units into nouns of cognition and reasoning
(e.g. knowledge, belief), speech-act nouns (e.g. suggestion, proposal) and
personal assessment nouns (e.g. possibility, doubt; Downing & Locke 2006:
458).

2.2.1.3.2 Corpus-driven grammars

Sinclair et al. (1990), the first major corpus-driven grammar of English,
derives linguistic description from the analysis of the 20 million-word
Birmingham Collection of English Texts, the precursor of the BoE. Unlike all
the grammars discussed so far (2.2.1.1-2.2.1.3.1), Sinclair et al. (1990)
gives equal weight to both intra- and intersentential patterns of shell nouns.
As regards the former, the analysis reveals a group of nouns followed by to-
infinitive clauses and another one followed by reported that-clauses. Those
with a to-infinitive are nouns derived from verbs or adjectives also followed
by to-infinitives (e.g. fail to>failure to, able to>ability to) (Sinclair et al. 1990:
134). Those with a that-clause are primarily related to reporting verbs (e.g.
feel that>feeling that, state that>statement that; Sinclair et al. 1990: 338).
Some non-derived nouns expressing facts or beliefs are also followed by
that-clauses (e.g. advantage, benefit, danger).

With respect to the intersentential use of shell nouns, the corpus shows a
range of nouns with the ability to refer back [...] to whole sections of spoken
or written text’ (Sinclair et al. 1990: 389), as in (42).

(42)“Martin, what are you going to do?” - “That's a good question,
Larry™ (Sinclair et al. 1990: 389)
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Semantically, these nouns represent ‘verbal actions’ (e.g. account,
accusation, advice), ‘ideas’ (e.g. analysis, assessment, assumption), and
‘pieces of writing’ (e.g. paragraph, phrase, example; Sinclair et al. 1990:
389-91). There is another category, however, which subsumes a whole
range of items not belonging to any of the former three categories (Sinclair
et al. 1990: 390): nouns like action, circumstances, development, factor, fact
and aspect are all said to refer back to ‘actions and events’, even when
some of these nouns (e.g. factor, fact, aspect) are clearly factual in meaning.

In addition to anaphoric nouns, Sinclair et al. (1990: 429) mention
‘prefacing structures’, a group of subject definite noun phrases which are
used to emphasise or to label what the speaker is about to say. Emphasis is
most frequent with fact, point and thing, as in (43), while labelling is evident
with such nouns as rule, answer, conclusion or problem, as in (44).

(43)‘The thing is, how are we to get her out?’ (Sinclair et al. 1990: 430)
(44)‘The inevitable conclusion is that man is not responsible for what he
does’ (Sinclair et al. 1990: 430)

Almost a decade after the publication of Sinclair et al. (1990), Francis et al.
(1998) produced a grammar of noun and adjective patterns. This grammar
describes the phraseology linked to nouns and adjectives. The patterns are
retrieved from the 350 million-word BoE, and are presented in relation to
semantic groups of units. The grammar gives a complete list of the units
specific to every single semantic group within each pattern, thus proving
invaluable for the semantic categorisation of shell nouns. Underlying this
presentation of examples is the assumption that form and meaning are
inseparable, to the extent that words with a similar meaning share the same
pattern. To provide an example of the amount of semantic detail given, a
typical shell-noun pattern like N-that (i.e. noun + that-clause) features in six
meaning groups, outlined below (Francis et al. 1998: 108-13):

i) The ‘suggestion group’, referring to written or spoken types of
language (e.g. accusation, denial, testimony),

ii) The ‘belief group’, referring to mental processes (e.g. acceptance,
awareness, realisation),

i) The ‘happiness group’, referring to emotions (e.g. amazement,
gratitude, pleasure),

iv) The ‘sign group’, implying that something serves as evidence to
prove something else (e.g. clue, indication, proof),

v) The ‘possibility group’, referring to degrees of likelihood (e.g.
chance, hope, odds), and

vi) Nouns with other meanings (e.g. advantage, benefit, problem)
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Biber et al. (1999), like Sinclair et al. (1990) and Francis et al. (1998), uses
a corpus as the basis for linguistic description. It differs in the wealth of
genre-related information offered to support its claims. This grammar draws
on the 40 million-word Longman Spoken and Written English Corpus
(henceforth, LSWEC), which covers four broad genres?!: conversation,
fiction, newspaper language and academic prose. Shell-noun description in
this reference is restricted to four types of ‘noun complement clause’: that-
clauses, to-infinitive clauses, wh-clauses and of V-ing clauses (Biber et al.
1999: 645-56). Overall, complement clauses headed by nouns are
considerably less frequent than those headed by verbs or adjectives (Biber
et al. 1999: 647). Even so, they are found to be prevalent in academic prose
and rare in conversation. The nouns heading these constructions are said to
belong to a closed set of abstract lexical items at the speakers’ or writers’
disposal to express their certainty of the complement clause or their attitude
towards it (Biber et al. 1999: 647).

That-complement clauses reveal a strong preference for deverbal or
deadjectival definite and singular noun phrases, those of which are used
mainly in academic prose to express four types of stance, i.e. ‘linguistic
communication’ (e.g. claim, report), ‘cognitive reasoning’ (e.g. assumption,
hypothesis) and ‘personal belief' (e.g. belief, hope) (Biber et al. 1999: 648).
To-infinitive clauses, common in journalistic prose, are observed to
collocate with nouns implying [...] human goals, opportunities or actions’
(Biber et al. 1999: 653), as illustrated by opportunity, decision, capacity, bid
or battle. Of V-ing clauses, in turn, show no semantic co-occurrence
tendencies, some nouns taking only this complementation pattern (e.g. cost,
task) and others occurring also in one of the other structures (e.g. idea,
hope, taking either of V-ing or that) (Biber et al. 1999: 653-5). Finally, wh-
clauses feature as the least frequent complementation pattern, restricted
primarily to the head noun question (i.e. the question if/whether...; Biber et
al. 1999: 656).

Carter and McCarthy (2006) utilise the 700 million-word Cambridge
International Corpus (henceforth, CIC) in their grammar of spoken and
written English. Their discussion of noun complement clauses is more
concise though similar in every detail to Biber et al'.s (1999). Therefore, it is
not presented here (Carter and McCarthy 2006: 329-30). It is worth
mentioning, however, their analysis of thing and stuff (Carter and McCarthy
2006: 147-9). These nouns, especially thing, are highly frequent in spoken
conversation, where they are used to focus listeners’ attention on what
follows (as in (45)) and to describe phenomena that the speaker finds

1 Biber et al. (1999) label them as ‘registers’. See 4.2.1 for the reasons behind the
use of ‘genre’ in this thesis.
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difficult to label (as in (46); cf. Jespersen 1927, Ill and Sinclair et al. 1990
above). It is also noted that the occurrence of thing in focusing constructions
(as in (45)) is often linked to a problem meaning (Carter and McCarthy 2006:
148).

(45)‘Yeah, but, you know, thing is, she’s left it rather late’ (Carter and
McCarthy 2006: 148)

(46) "I think the whole Euro thing has got completely out of control’ (Carter
and McCarthy 2006: 148)

2.2.2 Specific research

Following the overview of general grammars in 2.2.1, this section turns to a
discussion of the literature specifically devoted to the formal, syntactic,
textual and semantico-pragmatic features of shell-like units. The description
of these units rests on nine different terms, i.e. ‘general nouns’ (Halliday &
Hasan 1976; Mahlberg 2005), ‘Vocabulary 3 items’ (Winter 1977), ‘lexical
signalling’ (Hoey 1979), ‘enumerables and advance labelling’ (Tadros 1985
and 1994), ‘anaphoric nouns’ (Francis 1986), ‘carrier nouns’ (lvani¢ 1991),
‘advance and retrospective labels’ (Francis 1994), ‘shell nouns’ (Hunston &
Francis 2000; Schmid 2000) and ‘signalling nouns’ (Flowerdew 2003a). The
following description of these terms is structured around three subsections:
2.2.2.1 deals with the references where definitions start off highlighting the
discursive function of shell-like units to subsequently present a set of formal
identification criteria; 2.2.2.2 includes the studies where the identification of
formal patterns precedes the functional interpretation of shell-noun uses;
2.2.2.3 focuses on research where definitions of shell-like units are driven
by pedagogical concerns.

2.2.2.1 From function to form
2.2.2.1.1 General nouns

Back in the 1970s, Halliday & Hasan (1976: 274-82) reported on the
cohesive function of a set of nouns functioning as ‘[...] superordinate
members of major lexical sets [...] (Halliday & Hasan 1976: 275). Some
examples of these nouns, then termed ‘general nouns’, are as follows:

7) people, person [human]

8) thing, object [inanimate concrete noun]
9) business, affair [inanimate abstract]
0)

4
4
4
50) question, idea [fact] (Halliday & Hasan 1976: 274)

(
(
(
(
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General nouns, sparsely discussed in their chapter on lexical cohesion,
constitute an intermediate category between open and closed-class items
(e.g. table and this respectively). Their indeterminate word-class status is
motivated by their referential function in discourse, straddling the
boundaries between grammatical referential cohesion (performed by
pronouns) and lexical reiterative cohesion (involving the use of repetition
and synonymy) (Halliday & Hasan 1976: 278-9). Their frequent co-
occurrence with the definite article the and the demonstrative determiners
this/that accounts for their similarity to anaphors realised by demonstrative
and personal pronouns (Halliday & Hasan 1976: 275). Example (51) below
may illustrate this point: the stuff could be replaced with the personal
pronoun it with no drastic change in meaning:

(51) ‘Leave the stuff there’ (Halliday & Hasan 1976: 275)

Being so close to pronouns, however, general nouns are said to resemble
prototypical lexical items in the possibility to carry an interpersonal or
attitudinal meaning. The evaluation, linked to familiarity, may be conveyed
either through the head noun alone (e.g. idiot, devil, dear) or in combination
with attitudinal modifiers (e.g. the stupid thing). In this respect, Halliday &
Hasan (1976: 276-7) emphasise that only attitudinal modifiers (e.g. stupid,
lucky) are prevalent in these nouns (cf. lvani¢ 1991: 106; Francis 1994: 95;
Schmid 2000: 318 and Flowerdew 2003a: 335 below, where other types of
modifiers are also found to accompany shell nouns).

Whilst it is argued that general words (comprising both nouns like thing or
person and verbs like make or do) are ‘[...] limited in number [...]", their
borderline status is said to prevent the compilation of a complete list of
potential instances (Halliday & Hasan 1976: 280).

Bolinger (1977: 5, 50-1) uses the terms ‘low-content nouns’ and
‘classifiers’ to account for Halliday & Hasan's (1976) general nouns. He
argues that nouns like region, thing, creature, action or device are similar to
pronouns in their co-referentiality and in their lack of prosodic stress, the
latter being further linked to the semantically unspecific nature of both
(Bolinger 1977: 5, 50-1). Thus, in example (52), the low-content noun the
scheme simply echoes the meaning of planned, adding little new
information to the sentence. Replacement of the scheme with the
conspiracy would endow the sentence with more descriptive detalil, as it
would now be clear that the plan was secretly made. In Bolinger's (1977: 51)
view, therefore, the conspiracy is informative and prosodically accented,
while the scheme is low-content and unaccented.
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(52)‘They planned to assassinate the King, but called off the scheme’
(Bolinger 1977: 51)

In a chapter on corpus-based research into lexical cohesion, Partington
(1998: 90-6) uses evidence from the BoE to question some of Halliday &
Hasan’s (1976) claims about the behaviour of these units. A distinction is
made between general nouns referring to specific entities (those labelled by
Lyons 1977, 1I: 442 *first-order entities’, e.g. man, object or place; see 3.2.1)
and those referring to longer stretches of discourse, such as matter or
question (Partington 1998: 91). It is further argued that corpus evidence
reveals a substantial number of cases of so-called general nouns being
used with determiners other than the and this (Partington 1998: 91).
Especially prominent in this respect are a and such, exemplified in (53) and
(54) below. Finally, the connection that Halliday & Hasan (1976) establish
between general nouns and anaphoric reference is, in Partington’s (1998:
92) words, [...] too restrictive’, in view of the existence of such examples as
(53) below, where the general noun has cataphoric reference.

(53)‘In a move to tighten control of a far-reaching empire and to improve
the group’s own image, Maurice and Charles Saatchi, credited with
building up the company, have stepped down from the day-to-day running
of the group’ (Partington 1998: 94)

(54)‘They abandoned the felling of tropical trees to get at the plants
established in their branching, but burned a forest to ensure a monopoly
in_orchids. Such things hit you in the pit of the stomach’ (Partington
1998: 92)

The corpus approach adopted by Partington (1998) is exploited to the full by
Mahlberg (2005) in a major study on the textual behaviour of general nouns.
Three assumptions about these units are taken as the starting point for the
analysis, namely that they are frequent nouns, that they perform local
textual functions and that they are indeed nouns (Mahlberg 2005: 37). The
frequency assumption manifests itself in the sampling procedure followed:
20 nouns are selected from the top frequency ranges of nouns in the BoE
and the BNC (Mahlberg 2005: 51), and 100 concordance lines are then
analysed for each unit drawing on the BoE. The second assumption is
explored through the establishment of functional groups in the use of time
nouns (time, times, year, years, day), people nouns (man, woman, men,
women, people, family) and the more heterogeneous group of world nouns
(life, world, way, part, end, place, things, business, thing). Functional groups
stem from the meaning similarities that different lexicogrammatical patterns
of these nouns show when used in natural discourse. Functional distinctions
are made based on word-forms, as evidenced from the aforementioned list.
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Examples (55) and (56) below exemplify this approach. Singular time in (55)
means ‘time passes’, whilst plural times in (56) means ‘measurement’. The
conclusion is that different word-forms occur with  different
lexicogrammatical patterns and meanings.

(55) ‘Magda we can't; we'll lose time’ (Mahlberg 2005: 67)
(56) [...] three times the size of Britain’ (Mahlberg 2005: 66)

Finally, as regards the third assumption, i.e. that general nouns are nouns,
Mahlberg (2005: 177) posits that Halliday & Hasan’s (1976) claim about the
borderline word-class status of these units is only ‘[...] of secondary
importance in a corpus linguistic approach’. Any so-called traditional word-
class is [...] bound to have fuzzy edges’ (Mahlberg 2005: 161) when
explored in context.

Mahlberg'’s (2005) approach thus brings to the forefront the importance of
examining the cohesive function of general nouns based on the specific
functions (or meanings) that they reveal in individual texts.

Of all the textual functions performed by general nouns, one appears to
play a key role in their use in context: the support function. This function is
the subject of Mahlberg’s (2003) paper. A noun is claimed to display this
behaviour where little or no semantic contribution (i.e. little new meaning) is
evident from its use, as its main purpose is to adapt speakers’ or writers’
communicative needs to the form of their message (Mahlberg 2003: 100).
For example, in (57), @ move adds little new meaning to the message: the
writer's intention is not to emphasise that the adjoining relative clause is a
move, but to introduce the point about to be made in a more compact form.

(57) ‘Dressler, from Germany, has been mentioned as a possible bidder in the
French market — a move to which the French Government is opposed —
while Germany's Commerzbank has been rumoured to be interested in
buying up Flemings in the UK’ (Mahlberg 2003: 101)

Three reasons are suggested for the use of this function: laying emphasis,
adding information in passing and providing an introduction (Mahlberg 2003:
102-5). Example (58), where a man is intended to highlight the information
that follows, illustrates the first reason. The second reason is shown in (59),
where the noun phrase is presented as Given (clause-initial), in spite of also
introducing new evaluative information through the prepositional phrase.
This ties in with the presuppositions argued to arise from the use of abstract
shell nouns in subject position (see Schmid 2001: 1545 in 2.3.2.1). The third
reason is most evident in the thing is, as in (60), a phrase often used in
spoken discourse to initiate a new turn (cf. Sinclair et al. 1990: 429 in
2.2.1.3.2 and Schmid 2000: 329-37 in 2.2.2.2).
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(58) ‘It would doubtless be too much to expect Spurs fans to suddenly express
a sweetness for Alan Sugar, a man who's been subjected to more abuse
and hate mail than the average child molester’ (Mahlberg 2003: 102)

(59)‘And, of course, where there’s ladies (First or otherwise), there's George
Hamilton. The man with the chicken tikka complexion pitches up in
London this Saturday for a gig [...]" (Mahlberg 2003: 103)

(60)[...] The thing is, you can be huge in Europe [...]' (Mahlberg 2003: 105)

The support function of these units is also remarked on by Mihatsch (2009).
In her view, words like thing, matter and affair are nouns whose meanings
have, over the centuries, gone through a process of increasing
grammaticalisation (Mihatsch 2009: 84). This implies that their lexical
specificity has gradually become blurred, and, as a result, they have come
to function as ‘placeholder nouns’ (Mihatsch 2009: 83). Placeholder nouns
are often drawn on to maintain the flow of discourse whenever the speaker
is unable to recall a more specific lexical alternative (Mihatsch 2009: 85).
Their use may also be motivated by the need to introduce an adjective in
discourse (‘adjective support’, e.g. the nice thing/the bad thing is that...;
Mihatsch 2009: 879).

Use of more specific items like tree, chair or embezzlement instead of
thing (for all three) or affair (for the latter) makes their identification more
straightforward and less context-dependent. Placeholder nouns, by contrast,
are purely deictic, inasmuch as they indicate knowledge shared by speaker
and hearer (Mihatsch 2009: 86). Thus, the occurrence of that thing on the
news in a particular discourse situation would prove meaningful provided
that both speaker and hearer share the information that, for example,
someone has been accused of embezzlement. Failure to follow the news
regularly would result in the hearer’s inability to work out the meaning of
thing. Similarly, the understanding of that thing to refer to an object
deictically implied (e.g. a chair, a knife) is possible only if the hearer is
present in the discourse situation. This shows that context is of paramount
importance for the understanding of such highly unspecific nouns as thing
or matter.

2.2.2.1.2 Vocabulary 3 items and lexical signalling

The discourse-organising function of general nouns (only touched on in the
above references) lies at the core of Winter's (1977) threefold division of
cohesive lexis into ‘Vocabulary 1', ‘Vocabulary 2" and ‘Vocabulary 3 items’
(cf. Martin 1992 in 2.2.1.3.1).

Winter (1977) argues that the processing and understanding of relations
between clauses and sentences is enabled thanks to three types of clause-
relational words. ‘Vocabulary 1’ and ‘Vocabulary 2’ comprise closed-class



34 MIGUEL ANGEL BENITEZ CASTRO

items, i.e. subordinators (e.g. after, provided that, whereas) and sentence
connectors or conjuncts (e.g. however, generally, in fact). ‘Vocabulary 3', by
contrast, consists of nouns (e.g. distinction, requirement), verbs (e.g.
achieve, affirm) and adjectives (e.g. analogous, common), most of which
can paraphrase subordinators, sentence connectors or both. To provide an
example, the noun method is a Vocabulary 3 item that paraphrases
Vocabulary 1 by [...] -ing and Vocabulary 2 thereby (Winter 1977: 23).

Vocabulary 3 items are, like general nouns above, open word-classes with
semantic properties of closed word-classes. The former status is explained
on the grounds of the modification possibilities (pre- and postmodification)
granted by prototypical open-system items (e.g. striking in a striking
example) (Winter 1977: 23-4). Their closed-system semantics stems from
their function as cataphoric ‘signposts’ (Winter 1977: 2), as their use is often
influenced by their role as ‘[...] anticipators for the next part of their
paragraphs [...] (Winter 1977: 9, italics as in the original). This implies that
the meaning of Vocabulary 3 items always finds its ‘lexical realisation’
(Winter 1977: 8) in the following [...] clause or group of clauses [...]' (Winter
1977: 7). The predictive potential of these words is regarded as '[...] almost
inevitable’ (Winter 1977: 36). An example of the use of a Vocabulary 3 item
is the following, where the noun requirement predicts the modal verb must
as well as the sentence connector otherwise.

(61)‘(1) One requirement for the success of the course is obvious. (2) The
student must like the course; otherwise he will not follow it with
enthusiasm’ (Winter 1977: 21)

Winter (1977: 27) agrees with Halliday & Hasan (1976: 280) in considering
Vocabulary 3 as [...] a small and fairly stable vocabulary [...]. As a result, a
list of 104 potential instances of Vocabulary 3 items is proposed (Winter
1977: 20). The list comprises 60 nouns (e.g. situation, consequence,
feature) and 44 adjectives and verbs (e.g. correct, real, reciprocate,
specify).

Winter's (1977) interest in the contextual analysis of English clauses
becomes the main focus of his 1982 book on the grammar of English
clauses and sentences. The thrust of Winter's argument is that clauses are
marginally informative on their own, thereby always needing some kind of
lexical realisation or specification by surrounding clauses (Winter 1982: 40).
This is so much so that, in Winter's words, research on English grammar
ought to be primarily concerned with the identification of the relation ...]
between incomplete and complete clause(s)’ (Winter 1982: 44). Contextual
incompleteness is not only specific to pronouns, but represents ...] a
general semantic characteristic of many lexical items in the clause’ (Winter
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1982: 40). These lexical items are nouns, adjectives and verbs falling within
the scope of Vocabulary 3 items. Example (62) below illustrates this point.
Something is an indefinite pronoun that is lexically specified by the adjoining
clause. Replacement of something with a noun phrase, e.g. a significant
event, would endow the first clause with similar incompleteness, while also
constituting a more subjective selection. Winter (1982: 44) thus claims that
...] every lexical selection is evaluative or subjective [...], to the extent
that, unlike pronouns, the choice of a lexical item hinges on the speaker’s or
writer's personal interpretation and opinion on the surrounding co-text.

(62)‘'Something of significance did, however, happen in the middle of all
this: a television camera was admitted into the chamber of the House of
Commons for the first time [...]' (Winter 1982: 40)

A decade later, Winter (1992) revised his notion of Vocabulary 3 items in
the light of Francis’ (1986) and IvaniC's (1991) research on anaphoric nouns
and carrier nouns respectively (see 2.2.2.1.4). The conclusion is that
Vocabulary 3 items belong to the larger group of metalinguistic lexical items
(Winter 1992: 140). By ‘metalinguistic’, reference is made to those lexical
items which [...] “talk about” the nature of the clause or sentence as a
message in the text itself, and [...] do not refer to concrete things in the
outside world" (Winter 1992: 133). Both metalanguage nouns and
Vocabulary 3 items are unspecific items lexically realised by more specific
discourse elements (Winter 1992: 140). However, the latter spell out the
kind of clause relation holding between two clauses, while the former simply
ascribe a specific meaning to one or more clauses, irrespective of their
relation (Winter 1992: 156). Result in (63) represents a prototypical
Vocabulary 3 item, one which, like many others (e.g. difference, reason,
way, means), could be replaced with a Vocabulary 2 item (i.e. conjunct)
such as therefore. By contrast, idea in (64) represents an item of the
metalanguage (e.g. assumption, assessment, theory, news), one which just
offers the speaker’s or writer's interpretation of the surrounding co-text.

(63)‘In some places there was no rain at all. The result was the same — the
farmers lost their always precarious crops of maize [...] (Winter 1992:
134)

(64)[...] we had no idea we'd get such an overwhelming response’ (Winter
1992: 133)

Winter's discussion of the non-specificity of metalanguistic items involves a
crucial distinction between two kinds of specifics, i.e. ‘specifics of identity’
and ‘specifics by clause’ (Winter 1992: 154-5). By ‘specifics’ is meant the
surrounding linguistic material one has to draw on in order to fully
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understand and interpret the meaning of the unspecific metalinguistic item.
‘Specifics of identity” are realised by premodifiers and postmodifiers whose
only role is to restrict the reference of the head noun without necessarily
identifying it. When applied to shell nouns, these specifics indicate what the
head noun relates to, but not what the head noun is. A perfect example of
these specifics at work is that of relative clauses. In (65) below, the relative
clause that threaten public health and well-being does not tell the reader
what some of these problems are; it simply restricts the reference of the
head noun (and, to a certain extent, also evaluates it). An example of
‘specifics by clause’ is (66), where the actual nature of these conditions (i.e.
what these conditions are) is not made explicit by the postmodifier at home,
but by the three sentences that follow. Specifics by clause thus comprise
one or more sentences and, if present, enable an understanding of the
contextual or text-related meaning of the unspecific noun.

(65)‘Now we are hearing from concerned citizens in all parts of the country
who want to know what they can do to hold local officials accountable for
tackling population-related problems that threaten public health and
well-being’ (Winter 1992: 155)

(66) ‘His marriage was in tatters. Conditions at home were terrible. The
house was in a shambles. His wife drank. The children screamed all day,
and his mother-in-law had moved in to restore order’ (Winter 1992: 156)

As regards the direction of the link between unspecific and specific,
cataphoric (anticipatory) reference, foregrounded in Winter (1977), is now
considered alongside anaphoric (retrospective) reference (Winter 1992:
154). This widening of the referential scope is also apparent in Winter
(1982: 32), where it is suggested that the study of signalling in discourse
should lay emphasis on ‘[...] the signalling role of any word in the clause,
whether it signals backwards in its sentence or beyond its sentence to a
preceding sentence, or whether it signals forward within its sentence or
beyond its sentence to a sentence which follows it'.

Winter's (1992: 159) article concludes with a list of 131 metalanguage
nouns retrieved from an unspecified 1.3 million-word corpus. Two patterns
underlie the automated queries run in the corpus, i.e noun + that/to-infinitive
clause and subject + predicator + that/to-infinitive clause.

Winter's (1977) clause-relational approach to the analysis of discourse is
further developed by Hoey (1979, 1983 and 1994). Hoey's main concern is
with Vocabulary 3 items, particularly with the way in which such lexical
signals are used in the organisation of certain discourse patterns. In all
three studies, Hoey expands the research scope from the level of the
paragraph or below, as in Winter (1977, 1982 and 1992), to [...] whole
discourses’ (Hoey 1994: 34). One discourse pattern figuring prominently in
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Hoey's research is the ‘Situation-Problem-Response-Result-Evaluation’
pattern (Hoey 1983: 61). Example (67) illustrates the Situation-Problem
section of a real text. The occurrence of the lexical signal problems
immediately after the Situation (i.e. Helicopters are very convenient) spells
out clearly the nature of what follows. In this respect, Hoey (1983: 52)
argues that there is no one-to-one relationship between real-world problems
and ‘linguistic problem(s)’, inasmuch as the reason for the use of the lexical
signal problem rests on the writer's own interpretation of linguistic
information as a problem. The Problem-Solution pattern has more recently
been examined through corpus techniques, as epitomised by Flowerdew
(2008) (see 2.3.1.2.2).

(67) ‘Helicopters are very convenient for dropping freight by parachute, but this
system has its problems. Somehow the landing impact has to be
cushioned to give a soft landing. The movement to be absorbed depends
on the weight and the speed at which the charge falls. Unfortunately most
normal spring systems bounce the load as it lands, sometimes turning it
over [...]' (Hoey 1983: 68)

It is important to point out that Hoey’s research into lexical signalling does
not consider the occurrence of lexical signals as a prerequisite for discourse
cohesion. It is claimed that the sequential ordering of sentences in real
discourse may suffice to enable the readers’ understanding of textual
structure (Hoey 1983: 60). This ties in with de Beaugrande & Dressler's
(1981: 4, 36, 200), Brown & Yule’s (1983: 65) and McCarthy’s (1984, cited
in Carter 1998: 86) claim that, regardless of the occurrence of cohesive
elements or not (e.g. conjunctions, conjuncts, nouns, etc.), readers and
listeners will always strive to make some sense of the structure of the
stretch of discourse they are being exposed to. Example (68) illustrates how
the absence of a lexical signal such as example does not hinder an
interpretation of the second sentence as an example for the information
contained in the first one.

(68)‘Second, to avoid those heavy shadows under the eyes with bounce flash,
try keeping your distance with a medium telephoto for portraits. | took the
portrait of the little girl on the left with a 200mm lens on my Minolta from
about 3m, with a Sunpak 4205G hammer gun aimed at a wall on the left
and only slightly upward’ (Carter 1998: 86)

2.2.2.1.3 Prediction in discourse

Winter's (1977) initial emphasis on the cataphoric function of Vocabulary 3
items was echoed by Tadros (1985 and 1994). Tadros relies on the basic
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assumption that expository writing is essentially predictive, where
‘prediction’ is defined as [...] a prospective rhetorical device which commits
the writer at one point in the text to a future discourse act’ (Tadros 1994:
70). Prediction is argued to stand in contrast with ‘anticipation’, which
involves the reader's expectations about the structure and content of
discourse (Tadros 1985: 6). Ideally, what the reader anticipates should
coincide with what the text predicts.

Six categories of prediction are presented: enumeration, advance
labelling, reporting, recapitulation, hypotheticality and question. Of these
categories, only the former four are of immediate relevance to the study of
shell nouns:

i) ‘Enumeration’ (Tadros 1994: 71-3) implies the use of certain sub-
technical nouns (e.g. advantages, reasons, aspects) and discourse
reference nouns (e.g. examples, definitions, classifications) as
predictors of lists of items, categories, ideas, arguments, etc. These
nouns, occurring in sequences like example (69) below, are termed
‘enumerables’. Tadros (1994: 72) cites 47 items where this function
is apparent.

(69)[...] there are a number of ways by which risks can be reduced’ (Tadros
1994: 72).

ii) ‘Advance labelling’ (Tadros 1994: 73-4) does not predict
enumeration, but simply the writer's commitment [...] to perform a
discourse act’. Three types of advance labelling are proposed, one
where the label is followed by linear text (70), one where the label is
followed by non-linear text (71), and one where it is followed by
both (72):

(70) ‘This analysis leads us to make the important distinction between real
income and money income [...]' (Tadros 1994: 73)

(71)‘We can show this in a simple diagram as follows: [...]' (Tadros 1994 74)

(72)‘Consider now the following cost schedule of a firm [...]' (Tadros 1994:
74)

i) ‘Reporting’ (Tadros 1994: 74-6) entails the writer's detachment
from propositions by citing other sources. This detachment leads in
turn to the writer's subsequent evaluation of what has been
reported. Even though this category is primarily associated with
reporting verbs such as show, prove, claim or suggest, the
possibility for inclusion of nominalised metadiscursive nouns is
contemplated, as in (73):
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(73)‘Halliday’s (1970) discussion of language structure and function is
pitched at a different level [...]' (Tadros 1994: 76)

Iv) ‘Recapitulation’ (Tadros 1994: 76) summarises what has been said
in order to introduce new information. This category is often
associated with combinations of verbs such as mention, consider or
note and nouns such as section, chapter or paragraph:

(74) [...] It was mentioned [...] in the preceding section’ (Tadros 1994 76)
2.2.2.1.4 Anaphoric nouns, labels and carrier nouns

The studies reported so far reveal a rather partial account of shell-like units.
Their description is often subsidiary to a more general concern with
discourse structure, as is evident in sections 2.2.2.1.2 and 2.2.2.1.3. In
relation to general nouns (2.2.2.1.1), their treatment is, for the most part,
superficial (with the exception of Mahlberg 2005) and, in any case, the
presence of concrete units in their ranks (e.g. man, person, object) indicates
only a partial overlap with prototypical shell nouns. The three terms to be
presented below (i.e. ‘anaphoric nouns’, ‘labels’ and ‘carrier nouns’) offer a
more inclusive definition of the overall formal and functional boundaries of
shell nouns.

Francis (1986) proposes the term ‘Anaphoric nouns’ or ‘A-nouns’ to
account for the metadiscursive use of certain nouns. This implies that any
noun [...] which can be used to talk about the ongoing discourse’ (Francis
1986: 3, italics as in the original) qualifies as an A-noun. Based on this
criterion, anaphoric nouns are broken down into two major semantic classes
(Francis 1986: 11-19), i.e. ‘purely metadiscursive nouns’ (illocutionary
nouns, verbal activity nouns, cognition nouns and text nouns; e.g.
accusation, exposition, assumption and paragraph) and so-called
“ownerless” nouns’ (e.g. aspect, matter, subject, problem). The latter share
with typical metadiscursive nouns their referential non-specificity, but not
their potential for labelling types of language; they are claimed to ...] exist
in the world outside discourse’ (Francis 1986: 17). Further details on
Francis’ (1986) semantic typology are offered in 3.2.5. Francis’ (1986: 11-
18) discussion of semantic categories of A-nouns also involves the
presentation of a list of 234 units. Such a list, however, is far from
comprehensive in that 7...] any noun which can be used metadiscursively
can function as an A-noun within a discourse’ (Francis 1986: 7). Additional
features relevant to the description and identification of these units are the
following:
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Almost as important as the semantic (i.e. metadiscursive) criterion
is the “pro-form” criterion’ (Francis 1986: 27), whereby the
interpretation of any A-noun necessarily depends on a preceding
stretch of discourse.

Following Halliday & Hasan (1976), reference in A-noun phrases is
realised only through definite determiners, the most frequent being
the, this, these, that, those and such (Francis 1986: 27).

A-nouns are argued to ...] face two ways’ (Francis 1986: 38), in
that they condense a previous stretch of discourse which is then
introduced as a new entity (with all the nominal modification
possibilities that this implies). Hence, an A-noun like this
assessment in (75) nominalises the previous co-text and, in so
doing, subsequent reference to the information it encapsulates is
made easier thanks to its nominal status. The use of a noun phrase
instead of a pronoun also allows the writer to evaluate the previous
discourse (Francis 1986: 48).

(75)[...] the_Soviet Union has ‘shot its bolt’, and that only the unreconstructed

Cold Warriors are losing any sleep about the Russian menace. James
Reston has readily and complacently echoed this assessment in his
criticism of the Reagan équipe’ (Francis 1986: 27)

Evaluation may be conveyed through the head noun alone or in
combination with modifiers. A-nouns fall into two evaluative sub-
groups (Francis 1986: 49), i.e. attitudinally neutral ones (e.g.
comparison, issue, approach) and evaluative ones (e.g. insight,
realisation, eloquence: positive evaluation; distortion, exaggeration,
fabrication: negative evaluation).

v) One of the reasons for choosing an A-noun instead of a pronoun is

its potential for modification (Francis 1986: 55-63). A-nouns are
often preceded by attitudinal modifiers (e.g. carefully chosen,
inaccurate, down-to-earth). Modification may also be ‘propositional’,
‘organisational’ and ‘comparative’. ‘Propositional content’ modifiers
assign the head noun to a particular objective subclass (e.g. this
monist/anthropocentric vision). ‘Organisational’ modifiers comprise
items such as another, other, similar and the same, those of which
help to reinforce the connection between noun and antecedent.
Finally, ‘comparative’ modifiers are similar to organisational
modifiers in their connective role, but differ in their evaluative
meaning (e.g. an even more decisive argument, a more plausible
explanation).
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vi) While the emphasis is on anaphora, passing reference is made to
the existence of cataphoric uses of A-nouns (Francis 1986: 104), as
in (76) below:

(76) ‘There are a number of extraordinary contradictions in all this [...]
(Francis 1986: 104)

Cataphora finds a place in Francis’ description of shell-like nouns in 1988,
where the term ‘label’ is used to differentiate between ‘retrospective’ (or
anaphoric) and ‘advance’ (or cataphoric) units (Francis 1988: 326-7). Such
a characterisation of these nouns is inspired by Tadros’ (1985 and 1994)
concept of ‘advance labelling’, one of the six categories comprising her
account of prediction in discourse (see 2.2.2.1.3). In view of the pedagogical
nature of Francis (1988), a fuller discussion of its relevance for shell noun
categorisation is deferred until section 2.2.2.3.

Francis (1994) draws on the advance-retrospective label distinction to
provide an update on the theory underlying her 1986 monograph. Francis
(1994: 83) defines a ‘label’ as [...] an inherently unspecific nominal element
whose specific meaning in the discourse needs to be precisely spelled out
[...] (Francis 1994: 83). Her definition rests on Winter's (1992) description
of Vocabulary 3 items (among other metalanguage nouns) as unspecific
discourse items (see 2.2.2.1.2 above).

The scope of the paper is arguably limited in two respects. On the one
hand, as in Francis (1986), the link between the head noun and its
antecedent is restricted to intersentential boundaries. No mention is
therefore made of instances where the link appears within the same
sentence (cf. Ivani¢ 1991; Schmid 2000 and Flowerdew 2003a, where both
inter- and intrasentential uses are included). On the other hand, whilst both
anaphora and cataphora are allowed for, considerably more attention is
paid to retrospective labels, on account of their reportedly greater frequency
and wider lexical range (Francis 1994: 95).

The form and function of labels does not differ much from the A-noun
features reported above. Some basic aspects of labels are summarised in
the following:

i) Specific deictics (e.g. the, this, that, such), along with the optional
presence of modifiers and qualifiers, endow labels with functions
specific to pro-forms (Francis 1994: 85).

i) Reference exists only between labels and stretches of discourse,
leading Francis (1994: 85) to state categorically that a [...] major
criterion for identifying an anaphorically cohesive group as a
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retrospective label is that there is no single nominal group to which
it refers’.

i) They have a f...] topic-shifting and topic-linking function [...]

(Francis 1994: 86), in the sense that their introduction as given
elements of the clause provides a link back to the previous
discourse, while also serving as topic initiators. In (77), the noun
move offers the writer the possibility to summarise the
government’s action and, as such, it acts as a springboard for the
writer's evaluation of this action:

(77)'[...] The Polish government is on the verge of outlawing abortion, which

has been free on demand since 1956. This move in itself is deplorable,
but is made far worse by the fact that contraception is virtually
unobtainable [...]" (Francis 1994: 87)

iv) They are often used with a ‘fuzzy reference’ (Francis 1994: 88).

This is a result of the difficulties often encountered when locating
the specific stretch of discourse which the label lexicalises.
Although such indistinctness is usually unconscious, there are
cases where its use may be motivated by a wish to persuade or
manipulate the addressee.

Francis’ (1986: 11-19) distinction between metadiscursive and
ownerless A-nouns is now replaced with a twofold semantic division
into ‘metalinguistic’ and ‘non-metalinguistic’ labels. Metalinguistic
labels name [...] a stretch of discourse as being a particular type of
language [...]" (Francis 1994: 89). Therefore, nouns like accident,
occasion, process or topic are non-metalinguistic (i.e. ownerless
above), while nouns like explanation, distinction, theory and
paragraph are metalinguistic, insofar as each falls into one of the
four metalinguistic categories proposed by Francis (1994: 90):
illocutionary nouns, language activity nouns (verbal activity nouns
above), mental process nouns (cognition nouns above) and text
nouns. Further details on the semantic taxonomy are given in 3.2.5.

It is relevant to note that Francis (1994) differs from its 1986 precursor in its
more explicit orientation towards Hallidayan SFG. This is evident in the
passing reference made to the metafunctional properties of labels. For
example, this move in (77) above has an ideational meaning conveyed
through its role as Carrier in an attributive relational clause, an interpersonal
meaning implicit in the official and almost unchangeable nature of a political
move, and a textual meaning stemming from its status as given information
(Francis 1994: 88). Indeed, despite their obvious text-organising function as
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given elements of the clause, labels may carry additional evaluative
nuances. Such implicit interpersonal meaning leads Francis (1994: 93) to
the creation of a category of ‘evaluative retrospective labels’. Though
excluding advance labels, this category contains attitudinally neutral head
nouns (e.g. statement, belief) and clearly attitudinally marked nouns (e.g.
nonsense, squabble).

The three Hallidayan metafunctions are further explored through their
presence in the premodifiers of retrospective labels (Francis 1994: 95-100).
Modification in retrospective labels is thus of three types:

i) ‘ldeational’ modification (‘propositional’ above) further restricts the
reference of the head noun, either through classification or
definition (e.g. this new confectionary concept).

ii) ‘Interpersonal’ modification (‘attitudinal’ above) helps convey the
writer's attitude in attitudinally-neutral labels presented as Given
(e.g. this far-sighted recommendation).

iii) ‘Textual’ modification (‘organisational’ above) fulfils a discourse-
organising function whereby the modifier is presented as New and
the rest of the nominal group as Given (e.g. a
similar/different/another blunder).

Francis (1994: 89-93) provides a list of 234 labels, the same number as in
Francis (1986). The lists, however, are not identical, which follows from the
corpus used in each case (see 2.3.1.1). Compilation of an exhaustive list of
labels is in Francis (1994) also claimed to prove unfeasible, but the reason
given is not based on the metadiscursive criterion, as in Francis (1986: 7)
(see above). In Francis (1994: 88), the impracticality of such a list stems
from the idea that [...] any noun can be the head noun of a label if it is
unspecific and requires lexical realisation in its immediate context [...]. The
influence of Winter (1992) on Francis’ (1994) definition of labels is also
evident in this claim.

The last term to be discussed in this section is Ivani€'s (1991) ‘carrier
nouns’. These are described as countable abstract nouns which ‘[...] carry a
specific meaning within their context in addition to their dictionary meaning’
(Ivani¢ 1991: 95). Accordingly, nouns such as example, aspect, advantage,
purpose, question and feature are all said to have a meaning which remains
‘constant’ and an additional ‘variable meaning’ (lvani¢ 1991: 96) whose
identification depends on their context of appearance. The variability in their
meaning is linked to the assumption that carrier nouns are ‘[...] not subject-
specific’ (Ivani¢ 1991: 96). IvaniC's (1991: 97) use of the term ‘carrier
hinges on the identification of this category on the basis of Halliday’s (1985)
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SFG. As such, carrier nouns resemble the Carrier participant in their
frequent occurrence in relational process clauses (cf. 2.2.1.3.1).

The closed-system nature of these nouns is attributed to their similarity to
pronouns, in that both have a variable meaning interpreted in terms of either
the surrounding textual context, i.e. endophoric reference, or the reader's
background knowledge, i.e. exophoric reference (lvani¢ 1991: 103). With
regard to the former, IvaniC (1991: 104-5) acknowledges the existence of
both anaphoric and cataphoric carrier nouns, and provides an example
where both types interact:

(78)[...] Up to a point this is a useful analogy, but it breaks down for several
reasons. [...]' (Ivani¢ 1991: 104)

This sentence contains two carrier nouns, one pointing backwards and
acting as Given (analogy), and the other referring to the following stretch of
discourse (reasons).

Ivani's (1991) study is not solely concerned with the intersentential
function of carrier nouns, as is the case in Halliday & Hasan (1976), Winter
(1977), Francis (1986 and 1994) and Tadros (1985 and 1994). Special
consideration is also given to their intrasentential function (lvani¢ 1991:
101-3), as manifested in their occurrence within Vendler's (1968) container
sentences (see 2.2.2.2). Vendler's container nouns are closely linked to a
prototypical syntactic pattern, where ‘N is nominalisation and nominalisation
is N'. This means that a container noun (N) can combine with a complement
(i.e. nominalisation) in the form of a that-clause, a to-infinitive clause, a wh-
question clause or a deverbal noun. For example, in (79) below, the carrier
noun purpose is lexically realised within the same clause by the to-infinitive
clause acting as subject complement:

(79)‘The purpose of the following section is to provide an elementary
account of the magnetic properties of ferrites’ (lvani¢ 1991: 101)

The referential potential of carrier nouns should be understood in
conjunction with their purely nominal properties. In this respect, it is claimed
that the syntactic versatility of nouns is considerably higher than that of
pronouns (lvani¢ 1991: 107), inasmuch as their lexical meaning enables
them to take different positions in the information structure of the clause.
More important, however, is the fact that, unlike pronouns, carrier nouns
can be accompanied by determiners and modifiers (Ivanic 1991: 108).
Modification of carrier nouns is often accomplished through modifiers
restricting the reference of the head noun (as in (80)) and through
evaluative modifiers (as in (81)). This claim contrasts with Halliday &
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Hasan's (1976: 276-7) remark on the dominance of only attitudinal
modifiers with general nouns.

(80) [....] certain food problems’ (lvani¢ 1991: 106)
(81) ‘These stern measures [...] (lvani¢ 1991 108)

Whilst providing many textual examples to substantiate the description of
carrier nouns, Ivani¢’s (1991) article does not include a complete list of
instances, which is explained on the basis of the large variety of countable
abstract nouns to be found in discourse (lvani¢ 1991: 99). The list offered
comprises only 33 examples.

2.2.2.2 From pattern to function

The references discussed so far take as their starting point a functional
description of shell nouns, thanks to which a set of formal features are
subsequently identified:

i) General nouns are explained in relation to their cohesive use as
anaphoric lexical substitutes (Halliday & Hasan 1976), as well as
the semantic and pragmatic functions they perform when used in
context (Mahlberg 2003 and 2005).

i) Vocabulary 3 items (e.g. Winter 1977) and lexical signals (e.g.
Hoey 1983) are identified on the basis of their potential for
specifying clause relations and discourse structure.

iif) Anaphoric nouns (Francis 1986) are closely connected with the
semantic criterion of metadiscursivity, while labels exist in terms of
their unspecific meaning (Francis 1994).

iv) Carrier nouns (Ivani€¢’s 1991) are initially defined in terms of their
meaning (constant vs. variable meaning) and inherent formal
properties (countable abstract nouns).

In the references reviewed below (Vendler 1968; Hunston & Francis 2000;
Schmid 2000), the identification of shell-noun phrases rests largely on a set
of predefined syntactic patterns. With the exception of Vendler (1968),
examples occurring in these patterns are retrieved automatically from large
corpora. Compared to the research reported in the previous section, where
the emphasis is often laid on the intersentential lexicalisation of shell-noun
phrases, the studies below focus particularly on encapsulation within the
same sentence. Noun complement clauses (Biber et al. 1999: 644-56, see
2.2.1.3.2), i.e. noun-clause/noun-be-clause, occupy a prominent role in this
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research. It is in two of these references, i.e. Hunston & Francis (2000) and
Schmid (2000), that the term ‘shell noun’ is first introduced in the literature.

Vendler (1968) explores English nominalisations from a TG approach (cf.
Chomsky 1970 in 2.2.1.2). In Vendler's framework, nominalisations
comprise morphologically derived deverbal and deadjectival nouns, and by
extension any structure that enables ‘[...] the incorporation of a sentence
into another’ (Vendler 1968: 27). This means that any subordinate nominal
clause (e.g. that-clauses, -ing clauses, to-infinitive clauses, etc.) would be
regarded as a nominal or a nominalised form. The relevance of such a
concept of nominalisation to shell nouns lies in Vendler's proposal of
‘container sentences’ or ‘containers’. In simple terms, these are sentence
patterns with nominal gaps. The completion of these gaps crucially depends
on T...] the co-occurrence restrictions between families of nominals and
families of containers’ (Vendler 1968: 34). Examples (82) and (83) represent
two container sentences, the former admitting nominals like his death, that
he died and his having died, and the latter only admitting his death.

(82)‘0 surprised me’ (Vendler 1968: 33)
(83)‘0 occurred at noon’ (Vendler 1968: 33)

The examples of container shell-ike nouns featuring in Vendler's (1968)
book are often of the ‘O is N’ type, where ‘O’ stands for a subordinate
nominal that- or to-infinitive clause, and ‘N’ for an abstract noun. Examples
(84) and (85) illustrate this pattern. The class of nouns that may occupy the
N gap in these sentences is, according to Vendler (1968: 63), [...] not easy
to define’. One feature these nouns seem to share is the occurrence of a
premodifying adjective, as in (84), i.e. difficult.

(84) ‘To build a battleship is a difficult task for any shipyard’ (Vendler 1968:
63)
(85) That he died is a fact’ (Vendler 1968: 73)

Passing mention is also made of the complement clause pattern. In this
respect, Vendler (1968: 37) argues that only in certain container sentences
is the insertion of an abstract noun allowed before the conjunction
introducing a clausal nominal. For example, the insertion of the noun phrase
the fact would be acceptable in (86) but not in (87).

(86) ‘I know the fact that he died’ (Vendler 1968: 37)
(87) ™1 think the fact that he died’ (Vendler 1968: 37)

From the above, it is evident that Vendler (1968) only scratches the surface
of all that is involved in shell-noun behaviour. His account of nominals is
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restricted to the level of the sentence, which means that no attention is
given to the wider context. This, in turn, implies a focus on specific patterns
(e.g. Ois N), and some disregard of patterns that a more context-sensitive
analysis might reveal. A major contribution of Vendler (1968) is the
connection between grammatical patterns and lexis, where acceptability
judgements draw on specific container sentences and nominal gaps. This
shows an interest in the lexicogrammatical environment favoured by specific
nominals. It stands to reason, for example, that a fully factual noun like fact
or point cannot occur in combination with an eventive verb like occur. With
the advent of corpus linguistics, intuitions of this kind started to be tested
against contextualised examples extracted from computerised samples of
real language, and not against invented examples (as in TG). Hunston &
Francis’ (2000) Pattern Grammar is paramount in this respect (cf. Sinclair et
al. 1990 and Francis et al. 1998 in 2.2.1.3.2). Grammar, in this framework,
IS not a repository of empty structural patterns waiting to be filled by any
lexical item. On the contrary, a ‘pattern’ is closely associated with the
specific phraseology that words appear as when used in context. The
identification of a pattern is thus dependent on whether [...] a combination
of words occurs relatively frequently, [whether] it is dependent on a
particular word choice, and [whether] there is a clear meaning associated
with it’ (Hunston & Francis 2000: 37).

Four pages are devoted in Pattern Grammar to what Hunston & Francis
(2000: 185-8) regard as a new word-class, i.e. ‘shell nouns’. The notion of
word-class in this grammatical approach has to be understood based on the
idea that [...] words do not “have” classes as something intrinsic to them’
(Hunston & Francis 2000: 197). Instead, word-classes can only be
established once the use of individual lexical items is examined in context. It
is this context-sensitive exploration of the patterns of groups of lexical items
that led them to come up with this subclass of nouns.

Shell nouns are defined as [...] nouns which require lexicalisation in their
immediate context’ (Hunston & Francis 2000: 185). Drawing on frequency
data from a large corpus (BoE, see 2.3.2.1), shell nouns are found to
dominate the pattern where the head noun is immediately followed by a
that-clause (see (88)). Despite the significance of this pattern, it is also
noted that, on the basis of Francis’ (1994) paper, shell nouns may occur as
advance or retrospective labels across sentence boundaries (see (89)).

(88)‘He had an unshakable premonition that he would die’ (Hunston &
Francis 2000: 186)

(89)[...] Why, then, should there be such a preponderance of right-handed
golfers, which extends, | am informed, to club level? In reply to that
question a golfing colleague of mine offered two reasons. The first was
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that beginners usually start with handed-down clubs, which are usually
right-handed [...]' (Hunston & Francis 2000: 187)

A threefold semantic classification of shell nouns is developed on the basis
of their frequent occurrence in such a pattern (Hunston & Francis 2000:
186-7), i.e. ‘nouns referring to something that is written or spoken’ (e.g.
assurance, remark, prediction), ‘nouns referring to something that is thought
or believed' (e.g. inference, hope, recollection) and ‘nouns not fitting into
either of these two groups’ (e.g. fact). All in all, 194 cases of shell nouns are
presented.

Research on shell nouns finds its most comprehensive treatment to date
in Schmid (2000). Schmid (2000: 4) defines them as [...] abstract nouns
that have [...] the potential for being used as conceptual shells for complex,
proposition-like pieces of information’. Given that shell nouns can only be
understood in connection with the propositional content they encapsulate,
Schmid's (2000: 8) study is especially concerned with ‘shell-content
complexes’, rather than with shell nouns alone. In (90) below, the shell noun
aim and the propositional content starting with to make constitute a shell-
content complex:

(90) ‘The Government’s aim is to make GP’s more financially accountable, in
charge of their own budgets, as well as to extend the choice of the
patient. [...]' (Schmid 2000: 7)

Schmid (2000: 13) lays emphasis on the fact that shell nouns can only be
understood from a functional perspective. As such, they do not exhibit any
inherent formal properties, as prototypical nouns do (cf. Ivanic’s 1991 claim
that carrier nouns are countable abstract nouns). Instead, their ‘shell-
nounhood’ (Schmid 2000: 13) is crucially dependent on their use in context.
In this respect, three key functions are ascribed to shell nouns:
‘characterisation’, ‘temporary concept-formation’ and ‘linking’. By
‘characterisation’, it is meant that, despite the anaphoric potential of both
pronouns and shell nouns, only the latter possess the ability to name a
stretch of discourse in a certain way, for example, as a fact or a problem
(Schmid 2000: 15). ‘Temporary concept-formation’ rests on the potential
shown by shell nouns for turning a complex piece of information such as (91)
into a concept:

(91) [...] That it is now very much a regular winter visitor [...]'
>
[...] The fact that it is now very much a regular winter visitor [...]' (Schmid
2000: 367)
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This concept is, nevertheless, of a temporary nature, since its meaning
varies according to the surrounding discourse. Such temporariness appears
to tie in with Ivani's (1991: 95) distinction between the constant and
variable meanings of carrier nouns.

The third function, ‘linking’, underlines the frequent use of shell nouns as
anaphoric textual linkers:

(92)[...] Since 1902 archaeologists have usually attributed such findings to
cannibalism, though few have explained their reasons for this
explanation adequately’ (Schmid 2000: 343-4)

In view of the above emphasis on the functional nature of these nouns, it is
paradoxical, however, that purely syntactic criteria are applied to the
retrieval of examples from the BoE. The following lexicogrammatical
patterns represent the four prototypical syntactic environments where shell
nouns are found to occur (Schmid 2000: 22):

i) Shell noun + that-/to-/wh- clause (N-cl):

(93) ‘Mr Bush said Iraq’s leaders had to face the fact that the rest of the world
was against them’

ii) Shell noun + be + that-/to-/wh- clause (N-be-cl):

(94)‘The advantage is that there is a huge audience that can hear other
things you may have to say’

iii) Specific deictic (the, this, that, other, same, such) + (premodifier) +
shell noun (th-N):

(95) [...] | hope it is unnecessary to say that this accusation is also
completely unjustified’

iv) Referring item (this, that, it) + be + shell noun (th-be-N):
(96) [...] That was a great achievement[...]

A list of 670 shell nouns results from this pattern-based search, thus
rendering Schmid’s (2000: 383-407) the most exhaustive list of shell nouns
compiled to date. The impossibility of providing a complete list of these
nouns is recognised, inasmuch as many other potential members may well
appear [...] in suitable contexts [...] (Schmid 2000: 14).
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The adoption of these syntactic criteria stems from the use of automated
corpus retrieval methods, preferred over manual data collection on account
of the sheer size of the corpus used (250 million words). Such methods
involve transforming the above patterns into a set of computer-readable
queries (Schmid 2000: 44), as in NN+that/CS, where ‘NN’ stands for ‘noun’
and ‘CS’ stands for ‘subordinating conjunction’. Of the four patterns above,
however, only N-cl and N-be-cl were queried, on the grounds that nouns
occurring in these patterns tend to feature as shell nouns. The occurrence
of concrete nouns like book or blackboard in the patterns th-N and th-be-N
(e.g. this book and this is a blackboard) precluded their initial retrieval from
the corpus. Instead, for these two patterns examples were retrieved on the
basis of the 670 shell nouns previously identified in N-cl and N-be-cl.
Instances where only th-N and th-be-N were present in the data were
excluded from the count, despite their possible occurrence in N-cl and N-be-
cl (Schmid 2000: 42).

The lack of flexibility inherent in the automaticity of this method
necessarily results in ‘systematic misses’, as acknowledged by the author
(Schmid 2000: 51-3). A major source of exclusion of prototypical instances
of shell nouns (estimated by the author to rate 30-40% of excluded
examples) concerns the insertion of linguistic material between the head
noun and its lexical realisation. This is often the case where a prepositional
phrase occurs as postmodifier of a shell noun:

(97)‘The next part of the project is to go back and to identify where these
products come from’ (Schmid 2000: 52)

The elimination of all of-prepositional phrases from the quantitative analysis
is explained in terms of their occurrence with a relatively small group of
nouns (Schmid 2000: 26)2. Further omissions of potential shell nouns from
the analysis include the plural forms of likely candidates, as they do not
usually appear in the patterns N-cl and N-be-cl (Schmid 2000: 53). This
property, however, stands in contrast to Ivani¢’s (1991: 93) finding that
carrier nouns [...] are common in the plural’.

Notwithstanding some of the drawbacks of the retrieval method used, in
the second part of his book Schmid (2000) provides one of the most
comprehensive and fine-grained semantic classifications of shell nouns to
be found in the literature. The classification relies on six superordinate
semantic features to label the six semantic categories of shell nouns:

2 Shell nouns, however, are reported to occur with many other prepositions in
addition to of (Flowerdew 2006: 350).
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i) Factual (e.g. fact, reason, aspect),

i) Mental (e.g. belief, doubt, wish),

i) Linguistic (e.g. statement, argument, claim),
Iv) Modal (e.g. possibility, permission, ability),
v) Eventive (e.g. action, effort, success), and
vi) Circumstantial (e.g. situation, area, way)

A more detailed explanation of these categories will be offered in 3.2.5.
Mention should be made here of Schmid (2007), a paper on the
connections and mismatches between the above semantic types and the
meanings of to-infinitive and that-clauses in the N-cl and N-be-cl patterns
(see 3.2.5.2 for details).

In the last part of his book, Schmid (2000) brings together the syntactic
and the functional description of shell nouns in a discussion of the
potentiality for each of the four syntactic patterns to act in close association
with any of the three functions presented above. To start with, the focus is
directed to the semantic effect of characterisation (Schmid 2000: 309-28).
This function is most noticeable in the th-be-N pattern, where overtly
attitudinal nouns (e.g. problem, trouble, pity, tragedy) prevail. The N-be-cl
pattern is also remarkable in this respect, though attitudinally neutral nouns
are also common (e.g. fact, point, idea). N-cl and th-N are, by contrast, less
amenable to characterisation and, as such, this function tends to be implied
rather than clearly conveyed.

It should also be noted that the function of characterisation is often
performed by premodifying adjective phrases. Schmid (2000: 318-19)
classifies those adjectives found to premodify shell nouns into five groups:

) ‘descriptive’ adjectives,
ii) ‘evaluative’ adjectives,

i) ‘classifying’ adjectives,

Iv) ‘restrictive’ adjectives, and
V) ‘cohesive’ adjectives.

The difference between the first two types is often hard to ascertain, in that
apparently ‘descriptive’ adjectives such as big, huge or small (normally
expressing qualities) may in some contexts carry attitudinal nuances similar
to those found in such prototypical ‘evaluative’ adjectives as horrendous or
tremendous. ‘Classifying’ adjectives enable nouns to be allocated to
objective classes, as in scientific, medical, fascist, etc. ‘Restrictive’
adjectives such as main, only or real narrow down the reference of the head
noun. Finally, ‘cohesive’ adjectives like next, other or different serve a
discourse-organising role.
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Characterisation is in turn followed by an examination of the pragmatic,
rhetorical and textual functions of shell nouns (Schmid 2000: 329-59):
‘focusing and topicalising’, ‘linking’ and ‘signposting’. The function of
‘focusing and topicalising’ (Schmid 2000: 329-37) concerns the
organisation of clause constituents into given or known information (i.e. the
Topic) and new or unknown information (i.e. the Focus). The th-be-N
pattern (as in (98)) reveals the unmarked or default order, with the subject
pronoun acting as Topic (known information) and the shell-noun phrase
representing the Focus (new information). The th-N pattern, by contrast,
places the shell-noun phrase in Topic (or Given) position (see (99)). This is
supported by Schmid's (2000: 330) claim that [...] by far the majority of
shell-noun phrases in the pattern th-N occur in clause-initial position or after
one or two clause-initial adverbials’.

(98) [...] With all the physiotherapy and swimming she built herself up and has
been managing to walk using a frame. That is a marvellous
achievement’ (Schmid 2000: 345)

(99)...] the goal of the welfare state, within a society in which economic
competition under capitalism dominates, must be to effect gradual reform.
This Fabian approach argues for [...] (Schmid 2000: 344)

More interesting, from a pragmatic point of view, is the N-be-cl pattern. The
shell noun in this pattern is often highly general in meaning (e.g. thing, point,
question), adding little information to the clause. Its function, as in (100)
below, is to focus the listener’s attention on the propositional content of the
complement clause by highlighting its importance. This is demonstrated by
the possibility to paraphrase the subject with a wh-cleft sentence, as in
(101). The reasons behind the use of focusing in N-be-cl are threefold
(Schmid 2000: 333-4). Firstly, it is a useful means for bringing to the
forefront information that the speaker considers important. Secondly, it
enables the speaker to draw a contrast between his/her own current claims
and previous ones, thereby implying some evaluation too. Finally, it may
manifest itself as a hesitation device, giving speakers time to better express
their ideas.?

% Delahunty (2012: 63-4, 73) further explains the focusinng function on the
grounds that the highly unspecific meaning of thing, along with the use of the
definite article, introduce the presupposition that a specific denotatum exists and
that such a denotatum contrasts with and displaces the immediately preceding
proposition. This contrast, however, does not entail a change of topic, but only
‘[...] a change in the expected trajectory of the current topic [...]' (Delahunty 2012:
64). For example, if someone says so the thing is, it can be done after a series of
arguments against writing in the bath with more traditional means (a typeweriter,
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(100) ‘Why [...] why get rid of people with experience? | think the thing is that
people have seen technology change dramatically within the business’
(Schmid 2000: 332)

(101) ‘What is important is that people have seen technology change
dramatically within the business’ (Schmid 2000: 333)

Data for the N-be-cl pattern also include a range of semantically more
specific nouns, such as difference, aim, answer, problem, fear or feeling.
The use of such nouns is illustrative of the combined effect of focusing and
topicalising (Schmid 2000: 334-7). In examples like (102), the shell-content
complex both brings into focus the content of the complement clause and
assigns an anticipatory peak of prominence to the head noun acting as
Topic (cf. Sinclair et al. 1990: 429, in 2.2.1.3.2).

(102) [...] My own feeling is that alpha emitters, like plutonium, are going to
prove an important pathway through fathers to their unborn children’
(Schmid 2001: 202).

The function of ‘linking’ (Schmid 2000: 339-48) relates primarily to the use
of the th-N and th-be-N patterns as anaphoric reference items. Drawing on
cognitive theories of anaphora (e.g. Prince 1981), it is argued that the
subject position of the referring item in th-be-N helps to encapsulate
information which is already mentally active thanks to the antecedent in the
preceding clause or within the same paragraph. For example, in (98) above
the shell noun-phrase a marvellous achievement refers back to the subject
pronoun that, which in turn refers back to the information contained in the
previous adjoining sentence. A similar situation applies to the th-N pattern,
particularly with regard to the proximal demonstratives this/these, as in (99).

Whilst linking emphasises the anaphoric potential of shell nouns,
‘signposting’ (Schmid 2000: 349-59) stresses their use as cataphoric
markers (cf. Winter 1977: 2 in 2.2.2.1.2, where the notion of signposting is
also used). Schmid (2000: 350) claims that this function manifests itself
through two main types. Firstly, there are many instances where the shell
noun features as an anaphoric signal that summarises the preceding
discourse and acts as a topic change marker (cf. Francis 1986: 38 and 1994:
861in2.2.2.1.4):

a pen, etc.), the conclusion is that, by using a PowerBook, writing in the bath is
feasible (Delahunty 2012: 67). The thing is, therefore, entails an element of
conclusion that does not change the topic of discourse (the possibility of using a
PowerBook anywhere), but merely directs it towards a concluding statement.
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(103) ...] the supply of children far exceeds the pool of people prepared to
provide them with a home and a family life. The problem was
highlighted this week when a newspaper in Oxford published [...J
(Schmid 2000: 350)

Secondly, there are cases of cataphoric signposts by which writers organise
the internal structure of their texts to guide readers through their
argumentation (cf. Tadros 1985 and 1994 in 2.2.2.1.3). This is often
associated with plural shell-noun uses:

(104) ‘[...] Three unresolved issues, currently exercising the government’s
best minds, all have features in common [...]' (Schmid 2000: 356)

Schmid (2000: 360-76) devotes a final chapter to the cognitive functions of
shell nouns: ‘conceptual partitioning’, ‘reification” and ‘integration’. The first
function, ‘conceptual partitioning’ (Schmid 2000: 360-3), concerns the
ability of the N-cl and N-be-cl patterns to transform events or abstract
relations into temporary conceptual entities. For example, in a sentence like
(105), the underlined complement clause represents an event condensed
into a single temporary discourse entity, one which at this point in discourse
is an aim, but which may change as discourse unfolds (hence its temporary
nature; e.g. their aim, this event, this problem).

(105) ‘Their aim is to meet President Saddam in Baghdad’ (Schmid 2000:
68).

A direct result of partitioning resides in the function of reification.
‘Reification’ (Schmid 2000: 363-9) explains how the packaging of complex
pieces of information into nouns involves a series of significant advantages
not found in clauses. For example, unlike clauses, nouns can act as
anchors for the expression of the writer's or speaker’s attitudes, as topic
initiators in clauses, as anaphoric linkers and as signposts (Schmid 2000:
369). The role of shell nouns as anaphoric signals and signposts underlies
the last cognitive function, that of ‘integration’ (Schmid 2000: 370-6). It is
stated that the encapsulation resulting from the use of shell nouns entails a
semantic integration whereby cognitively complex pieces of information are
incorporated into single semantic units. This function is clearly at play in
instances where a plural shell noun appears in the th-N pattern, as in these
cases the semantic integration relies on long and complex stretches of
discourse:

(106) ‘The company said yesterday that it would sell or close its 12 remaining
abbattoirs, was cutting chicken production from over three million birds a
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week to two million, and had abandoned property trading. These
measures resulted in an extraordinary charge of pounds 92 million,
which wiped out the year’s profits’ (Schmid 2000: 370)

2.2.2.3 From description to pedagogy

The review of the related literature in the previous sections (2.2.2.1 and
2.2.2.2) has contemplated purely descriptive research. The study of shell
nouns, however, has also been inspired by a focus on the teaching and
learning of these units, as evident in the references discussed below
(Francis 1988; Carter 1998; Flowerdew 2002 and 2003a and Hinkel 2004).

Francis (1988) looks at ways of helping foreign learners to improve their
use of lexical cohesion in their written production. A small-scale study is
also reported on the use of cohesive devices by foreign and native writers.

Lexical cohesion is argued to comprise two main subtypes: ‘labels’ and
‘equivalents’. For a description of the behaviour of advance and
retrospective labels (Francis 1988: 326-8), see Francis (1994) in 2.2.2.1.4.
‘Equivalents’ (Francis 1988: 328-30) account for those instances where,
unlike labels, a noun refers back to a single noun phrase. Equivalents fall
into three subtypes: ‘true equivalents’, ‘instantial equivalents’ and
‘processed equivalents’. Synonymy lies at the centre of so-called ‘true
equivalents’, as observed in noun pairs like notion and idea. ‘Instantial
equivalents’ are synonyms which are not based on the language system,
but are created by the writer/speaker in a specific context. Situation and
dilemma in (107) are examples of this type of equivalence. ‘Processed
equivalents’ resemble the former in their context or discourse-based
synonymy. They are more complex, however, as their discourse-based
change of status echoes real-life processes. This is the case in (108), where
the change of status from militants, through culprits, to defendants reflects
the real-life judicial process of presumed crime (i.e. militants), arrest (i.e.
culprits) and trial (i.e. defendants). Instantial and processed equivalence are
claimed to outweigh true equivalence, as meaning does not remain static
and is more often than not negotiated and modified as discourse unfolds
(Francis 1988: 330).

(107) [...] I called the ROV and explained my situation over the phone. A
man said to bring the keys to ROV in Sin Ming Drive and that they would
handle it. The following afternoon, | drove to ROV and explained my
dilemma to a woman there [...]' (Francis 1988: 327)

(108) ‘The last upheaval in October when militants belonging to a hitherto
unknown ‘Party of God’ (Hezbollah) assassinated in Benghazi a
member of [...] The seven alleged culprits had to go through the
traditional ordeal of self-criticism on television [...] All the defendants
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obligingly admitted that “they deserved to die” [...] (Francis 1988: 329-
30)

Francis (1988: 334-7) concludes with a set of exercises aimed at raising
students’ awareness of the use of retrospective labelling. Four main types of
exercise are proposed, ranging from those where the students are asked to
delimit the stretch of discourse a retrospective label refers to, through those
where labels have to be supplied (with and without alternatives), to those
where the goal is to provide follow-up sentences for a label used at the
beginning of a specific text.

Carter (1998) gives an overview of research on vocabulary from an
applied linguistic perspective. One of the chapters (Carter 1998: 79-115) is
devoted to the interface between lexis and discourse, reflected in the three
main strands of research described in section 2.2.2.1, i.e. Halliday &
Hasan’'s (1976) notion of lexical cohesion, lexical signalling (e.g. Winter
1977 and Hoey 1994) and Francis’ (1986) anaphoric nouns. Regarding
anaphoric nouns, Carter (1998: 90) suggests that certain items ‘[...] are
more core than others’, as they are attitudinally neutral and common to a
range of text types. Consequently, items such as means, move, issue,
question and fact are supposedly easier to use than other more specific or
evaluative items such as proviso, persiflage or absurdity. In line with Francis
(1988: 330) above, Carter (1998: 91) further observes that ‘[W]ord meaning
in discourse is regularly instantial’. Drawing also on Ivani¢ (1991: 95), this
implies that meaning does not always remain constant, but may change
once the same lexical item is used in different texts.

Flowerdew’s (2002) paper summarises the literature on shell nouns from
Halliday & Hasan (1976) up to Winter (1992), with the aim of outlining the
main ideas in the form of a succinct pedagogical grammar of what he terms
‘signalling nouns’. His 8-point synthesis (Flowerdew 2002: 152-4) may
serve as the basis for a more in-depth study of these units:

i)  Signalling nouns are semantically unspecific items whose meaning
is specified in context.

ii) Signalling is most commonly performed by nouns, but verbs and
adjectives can also play a role there (see Winter 1977 in 2.2.2.1.2).

i) The semantic specification of signalling nouns may be realised
across clauses, within the clause or outside the text.

Iv) The across-clause function may be anaphoric or cataphoric.

v) Signalling may refer to individual clauses or longer stretches of
discourse.
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vi) Evaluation is at times implicit in either the shell noun alone (e.g.
distortion, fabrication) or in its modifiers (e.g. down-to-earth
approach).

vii) In cases of external semantic specification of the shell noun,
reference may be either exophoric, based on general background
knowledge, or homophoric, based on specific knowledge shared by
the interlocutors.

Flowerdew’s review of the major aspects covered in the literature on shell
nouns is in turn followed by another article where his theory of signalling
nouns takes centre stage. Flowerdew (2003a) is an attempt to provide ...]
a pedagogically appropriate description of [...] “signalling nouns” [...]
(Flowerdew 2003a: 329). The term is applied to [...] any abstract noun [...]
whose meaning can be specified ‘[...] by reference to its context’. The
usefulness of the study lies mainly in better defining the essential features
of these nouns (e.g. attitude, assistance, difficulty), with a view to raising
learners’ awareness of their pervasiveness in academic language
(Flowerdew 2003a: 331).

The discussion is structured around three discourse contexts enabling the
semantic specification of signalling nouns, i.e. across clauses, within the
clause and exophoric. The across-clause function (Flowerdew 2003a: 333-
6) may include cases of anaphoric reference, cataphoric reference or both,
as in (109) below:

(109) ...] As a reaction to this extreme view a rival idea has grown up, the
organismal theory, which proposes that the whole organism is the basic
entity and the cells merely incidental sub-units’ (Flowerdew 2003a: 335)

The in-clause function (Flowerdew 2003a: 336-8) is evidenced by the use
of signalling nouns as subjects of relational clauses, where the semantic
specification is conveyed as a that-clause (110), a to-infinitive clause (111)
or a deverbal noun (112):

(110) ‘The reason why they’re green is that they have chlorophyll
(Flowerdew 2003a: 336)

(111) T...] the function is to produce seeds which will then grow into
new plants’ (Flowerdew 2003a: 336)

(112) ‘Another important structural characteristic of monosaccharides
is the occurrence of isomerism’ (Flowerdew 2003a: 336)

Finally, the exophoric function (cf. Ivani¢ 1991: 103, where it is also
considered) entails the use of background knowledge. More often than not,
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however, exophoric signals need not be semantically unpacked to facilitate
understanding, as in (113):

(113) ‘[...] This modification of Whitakker's original five kingdom system
has certain advantages but it will not be used here’ (Flowerdew
2003a: 339)

Signalling nouns in any of their three discourse functions are often
accompanied by modifiers. These help to narrow down the reference of the
head noun, sometimes being [...] of more semantic importance than the
signal [...]' (Flowerdew 2003a: 336). Several examples are provided of
adjectival premodification, as in (114), clausal postmodification, as in (115),
but, more significantly, unlike Schmid (2000: 26), prepositional
postmodification, as in (116), is included as one of the possible types of
lexical realisation of the head noun:

(114) ‘[...] During the last forty years or so such functional studies
have become more and more chemical [...] (Flowerdew 2003a:
335)

(115) ‘a theory that is generally accepted that mitochondria found in
animal _and plant cells were originally bacteria [...] (Flowerdew
2003a: 337)

(116) ‘its function of providing mechanical strength’ (Flowerdew 2003a:
337)

As a result of a manual analysis based on the above criteria, Flowerdew
(2003a: 341-2) identifies 166 and 112 signalling nouns in his written and
spoken biology corpora respectively (cf. section 2.3.2.2). It is, however,
admitted that a wider range of items would be likely to appear in larger, less
domain-specific corpora (Flowerdew 2003a: 341).

In view of the large number of signalling nouns retrieved from the corpus,
special emphasis is placed on their major role in the organisation of
scientific discourse. Flowerdew’s (2003a: 343-4) contention is that learners
should be made aware of these nouns through their study in context. This
may be accomplished through Francis’ (1988) set of controlled activities
(see above). Such activities may nonetheless be further supplemented with
hands-on analysis of unsorted authentic concordances.

Whilst Flowerdew (2002) and (2003a) are specifically devoted to signalling
nouns, Hinkel's (2004) approach to these nouns falls within the scope of a
more general study on techniques for the teaching of vocabulary and
grammar in ESL writing. Hinkel (2004: 100) shows how L2 writers of
academic English tend to overuse highly frequent simple nouns such as
people, man, woman, stuff and thing, at the expense of more specific lexical
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substitutes. It is also noted that L2 writers sometimes draw on highly
context-specific and attitudinal nouns like miracle or magic, which should be
avoided in academic prose (Hinkel 2004: 129).

Hinkel's (2004) characterisation of shell nouns is dependent on their
enumerative function. The category of ‘enumerative “catch-all” nouns’
discussed by Hinkel (2004: 135-6, 284-5) is based on Tadros’ (1994: 71-3)
enumerables. These are described as T...] lexically simple nouns [...]
(Hinkel 2004: 135) referring to stretches of discourse or individual nouns. It
Is on account of their encapsulating function that they are also termed
‘catch-all nouns’, as their enumerative meanings enable them to refer to
previous or following textual points. In addition to enumeration, these nouns
may also act as nominal substitutes contributing to the creation of cohesive
chains. In this respect, therefore, enumerative nouns resemble Halliday &
Hasan's (1976) general nouns. Example (117) shows a cohesive chain
relying on three enumerative nouns (i.e. issues-problems-challenges):

(117) ‘The author mentions pollution, water shortage, and loss of soil
issues concerning the threat of overpopulation. In his article, he
[...] does not mention the health and nutrition problems. The
health challenges are created when there are too many people in the
world’ (Hinkel 2004: 284)

Hinkel's (2004) brief description of enumerative nouns is illustrated by a list
of 63 common instances, out of which 34 nouns are said to be highly
prevalent in discourse (e.g. approach, facet, reason, task) (Hinkel 2004
284). It is also suggested that the group of enumerative nouns in English
may not comprise more than a hundred instances (Hinkel 2004: 285). This
claim may prove to be contentious, in light of the research reported so far.

As regards the pedagogical implications of this approach, it is argued that
the explicit teaching of these nouns may help to foster students’ awareness
of the differences between informal conversation and the highly nominalised
written academic registers (Hinkel 2004: 136). The students will
consequently be better prepared to tackle the lexical dearth often found in
their writing.
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2.3 SHELL NOUNS AND GENRE VARIATION

The study of shell nouns has not been based solely on the formal and
functional identification of this category. Of particular relevance is also their
use in context and, as such, the related literature offers insights into the
influence that genre and, specifically, mode (i.e. written and spoken
discourse) exert on the occurrence of these lexical items in discourse.
Except for Halliday & Hasan (1976) and Winter (1977 and 1982), all the
other references in this section make explicit mention of the use of corpora
in their research. Section 2.3 relies on such corpora as its basic organising
principle. Three main subsections will be considered on these grounds, one
on written corpora (2.3.1), one on corpora of written and spoken discourse
(2.3.2) and a final one on spoken discourse (2.3.3). Each subsection further
encompasses various degrees of genre specificity, ranging from general to
genre-specific corpora (e.g. corpora of academic discourse). The reason
why the last section concerns spoken discourse lies in the minimal research
(only two studies) conducted on this mode alone.

Before moving on to section 2.3.1, it is worth noting Halliday & Hasan’'s
(1976) and Winter's (1977 and 1982) remarks on the genre-specificity of
general nouns and Vocabulary 3 items respectively. Halliday & Hasan (1976:
274) suggest that, on account of the highly attitudinal nature of general
nouns (e.g. you crazy fool), their cohesive function is paramount in spoken
language. Winter (1977 and 1982), by contrast, underlines the discourse-
organising function of Vocabulary 3 items in written discourse. Most of the
examples provided, however, are of a journalistic nature (i.e. newspapers),
so his claims concerning written discourse might be skewed towards media
language.

2.3.1 Written discourse
2.3.1.1 General prose and journalistic prose

Of the references included in section 2.3.1, only Ivani¢ (1991) draws on a
general corpus of written discourse. Her use of the 1 million-word LOB
corpus is nevertheless not inspired by quantitative concerns. As such, no
detailed account is provided of the genre-specific frequency of carrier
nouns, inasmuch as the corpus is employed as 